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ABSTRACT

This research demonstrates that isra’iliyyat category has not been theorised by early
Muslims to denote biblical lore. Rather, the theorisation of isralliyyat category started
with the fourteenth- century Hanbali scholar Ibn Taymiyya who outlined the appropriate
methodology for dealing with such narratives. Ibn Taymiyya's theoretical framework

was subsequently embraced and put into practice by his dedicated student Ibn Kathir.

This dissertation argues that before the theoretical formulation of the term, early
Muslims engage with biblical lore without subjecting it to any critical examination. It
was Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir who utilised hadith methodology to assess the biblical
lore embedded in Islamic literature. While this work aims firstly to examine the validity
of biblical lore within Islamic literature, it aims secondly to question the concept of tahrif
(scriptural falsification) and investigate whether it poses an impediment to Muslims to

engage with biblical lore.

il



“There was certainly in their stories a lesson for those of understanding. Never was it
[i.e., the Qur'an] a narration invented, but a confirmation of what was before it and a
detailed explanation of all things and guidance and mercy for a people who believe.”

(Qur'an12:111)
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Introduction

Rationale and Research Question

The notion that the Qur’an engages widely with the pre-Islamic communities and their
scriptures is not novel but how best to understand that interaction remains an unsettled
question in Islamic thought. The Qur’an alludes to stories found in the Bible, though —
in keeping with the fact that the Qur’an is not a work of narrative history but rather
focuses on didactic themes - such allusions are often brief and elliptical. Early Muslims
realized the significance of biblical lore in bridging the narrative gaps that existed within
the Qur’anic references to biblical tales." The massive cultural and religious
exchanges between the early Muslims and the non-Muslims resulted in a transference
of biblical lore to Islam. The outcome of this phenomenon is a vast genre that was
named “the tales of the prophets” and later came to be known as isra’iliyyat.”

The present work contributes to the realm of Qur’anic studies and to medieval
intellectual history particularly in illuminating the reception of the Qur’an and biblical
lore in Islamic scholarship. While the Qur’anic intertextuality has caught the attention
of many scholars, the question of how this intertextuality was understood within

historical Islamic thought has been neglected.®> Much of the secondary literature

! “This textual phenomenon has been aptly described by Daniel Boyarin as ‘gapped’ narrative within a
self-glossing text, that is, a text in which elliptical narrative can achieve coherency only through
associative conjunction with other textual references.” Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and Reading of
the Midrash cited in Catherine Bronson “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis: Intertextual
Boundaries and Hermeneutic Demarcations.” In Tafsir and Islamic Intellectual History: Exploring the
Boundaries of a Genre, ed. Andreas Gorke and Johanna Pink (London: Institute of Ismaili Studies,
2014), 27-61.

2 The connection between israTiyyat and storytellers has been highlighted by many authors, see,
Lyall R. Armstrong, The Qussas of Early Islam (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2017) 90-94.

SMicheal Pregill thoughtfully highlights the difference among scholars while studying the Qur’ anic
intertextuality. According to contemporary scholarship isra’1liyyat material depicts the progressive
integration of converts from different scriptural communities. The previous generation of scholars
however had a less correct approach to this phenomenon, supposing it to be the outcome of early
Muslim community members' attempts to usurp Jewish and Christian knowledge. See Michael Pregill,



instead questions the origin of the Qur'an and whether it was influenced by biblical
traditions.* Others have paid more attention to Muslims’ indebtedness to biblical
traditions.® This research, however, aims to evaluate Muslims’ reception of biblical lore
and how the process of transmitting biblical lore into the Islamic literature has
undergone methodological investigation regarding its sources and reliability. The
primary focus of this study is to determine both when and how the term “isra’iliyyat”
was theorised to refer to the biblical lore integrated into Islamic literature. It attempts
to provide an accurate history of the term “isra’lliyyat” and trace its development in the
formative period of Islam and up to the 14™ century. It argues that israTiyyat is a
contested term that was not employed by early Muslims to refer to the biblical lore
embodied in Islamic literature. Isra’lliyyat is rather a methodological term that was first
theorised by Ibn Taymiyya to refer to biblical lore integrated into Islamic literature and
to the proper treatment of such literature that he considered contradictory to the
Qur’an.

While this study aims primarily to investigate Muslims' interest in utilizing
portions of the biblical lore, it also aims to investigate how Muslims criticise the Bible.
One of the polemical charges against the Bible is the charge of scriptural falsification
(tahrif). This thesis questions how Muslims who integrated large portions of the biblical

lore into their traditions viewed the Bible’s reliability and whether their understanding

“Isra’iliyyat, Myth, and Pseudepigraphy: Wahb b. Munabbih and the Early Islamic Versions of the Fall of
Adam and Eve,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam (January 2008).

4 Abraham Geiger stresses the idea that Muhammad borrows from the previous scriptures. See

Pregill, “Isra’iliyyat, Myth, and Pseudepigraphy,” 216. See also Claude Gilliot who argues that the
Qur’an can be the fruit of collective work at various phases before it was finally collected in one book.
Claud Gilliot,"Reconsidering the Authorship of the Quran: Is the Qur’an partly the fruit of a progressive
and collective work?" in the Qur'an and lts Historical Context, ed. Gabriel Said Reynolds (London and
New York: Routledge, 2008), 88-109.

5 Gabriel Said Reynolds, The Qur’an and Bible: Text and Commentary (New Heaven and London:
Yale University Press, 2018).



of scriptural falsification impacted the way they interacted with it. In short, it investigates
how early and medieval Muslim authors respond to the Bible positively by integrating

large portions of it into their literature and negatively by doubting its reliability.®

Literature Review

The genre of isrd’lliyyat has been discussed widely in both Western and Arabic
scholarship yet their approaches differ significantly. Many Western scholars appear
interested in investigating early Muslims’ reliance on biblical traditions. They search
biblical sources that were accessible during the early period of Islam and investigate if
the Bible was even available in Arabic. Sidney Griffith in his book the Bible in Arabic,
sheds a light on how the Bible was circulated orally among early Muslims and to what
extent the appearance of the Arabic Bible influenced the Islamic literature in which
Muslims utilise portions of the Bible to construct their salvific history.” Griffith shows
how the interest of Muslim authors in utilising biblical narratives has developed over
the centuries. In the early centuries, the primary focus was on what he describes as
the “Biblicization” of Islamic prophetology. Yet, by the tenth century, Muslims pay more
attention to the Islamisation of those narratives by correcting their wordings to fit the
Islamic system of belief.2 In the same vein, Roberto Tottoli writes extensively to discuss
the biblical prophets in the Qur’an and in Islamic literature. He goes into great detalil
on the genre of the tales of the prophet and the role of Jewish converts and the
storytellers in transferring Jewish lore into Islam. Tottoli compares Islamic depictions

of the biblical prophets during the medieval and modern periods. He briefly discusses

6 Martin Whittingham, A History of Muslim Views of the Bible: The Frist Four Centuries (Berlin/Boston:
Walter de Gruyter, 2021), 2-3.

7 Sidney H. Griffith, The Bible in Arabic: The scripture of the “People of the Book” in the language of
Islam, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2013).

8 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 176-177.



Ibn Taymiyya and lbn Kathir’'s position on the biblical narratives in which he explains
how their criticism of biblical narratives influenced the tales of the prophets' literature
in the twentieth century. Tottoli claims that the total rejection of isralliyyat materials in
the modern time is down to two factors. First, the Orientalists’ approach that “made
use in particular of the extra-canonical traditions on the Biblical prophets to emphasise
the parallels with Jewish and Christian precedents.”® Second, the rise of the state of
Israel led modern Muslims to cast doubts on the traditions attributed to the Jewish
converts in early Islam.'® Equally, Lyall R. Armstrong surveys the functions of the
qussas (storytellers) and the various roles they played from the time of the Prophet
and up to the Umayyad period. He stresses the connection between qussas and the
People of the Book, notably their role in transmitting the heritage of the Hebrew Bible.
Eventually, Armstrong, concludes that qisas (the tales of the prophets) became
synonymous with isra’liyyat."!

Another line of inquiry was to investigate Muslims’ acquaintance with biblical
sources and identify biblical passages that intrigued them. Camilla Adang examines
the biblical passages found in early Islam within various genres: history, polemic
writing, tafsir and kalam. Through investigating Ibn Hazm along with eight other authors
Adang argues that Muslims' acquaintance with the biblical material was limited. During
the first two centuries of Islam, Muslim authors derived their biblical knowledge from
the tales of the prophets’ literature, but they did not have access to a complete version
of the Bible. Through a close examination of how the Bible was received by Muslim

authors including Ibn Hazm, Adang concludes that, unlike Ibn Hazm’s predecessors

9 Roberto Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an and Muslim Literature (London and New York:
Routledge, 2002) 181.

10 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an, 181-182.

1 Lyall R. Armstrong, The Qussas of Early Islam (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2017).



who turn to the Bible as a historical source, Ibn Hazm marked a turning point in which
biblical quotations began to be used to argue for the corruption of the Bible.'?

The association of israliyyat material with early Jewish and Christian converts
to Islam has led many scholars to pay close attention to those who are familiar with
their old scriptures such as Wahb ibn Munabbih and Ka'b al-Ahbar. For example,
Michael Pregill has focused on discussing the role of Wahb, Ka'b and Ibn Sallam as
Jewish converts whose names were associated with many of the biblical materials
circulated in the Islamic traditions. Pregill attempts to provide a new interpretation of
Ka'b’s role not only in relation to the biblical material but also in his contribution to
Islamic culture in general and more specifically to tafsir.'® Similarly, Marianna O. Klar
surveys al-Tha‘labT’'s ‘Ara’is which is considered one of the best-known books on the
genre of the tales of the prophets. Klar examines al-Tha‘labT’s treatment of four biblical
figures, paying attention to al-Tha‘labT’s use of various sources and how he imagined
the themes of crime and punishment through the tales he provided. Klar uses al-
Tha'labr’s tales as an example to reflect on the nature of tales of the prophets written
during the medieval period. '

Other academics have been eager to demonstrate how Muslims engaged
critically with the Bible. For instance, Gordon Nickel has studied early Muslims’
understanding of the Qur’anic charge of scriptural falsification by investigating the early
commentaries of al-Tabart and Muqatil. Through a close analysis of the exegetes'
commentaries during the formative period of Islam, Nickel has been able to trace the

development of the tampering narrative and determine whether the Qur’anic

12 Camilla Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism and the Hebrew Bible: from Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm
(Leiden: Brill, 1996).

13 See Pregill, “Isra’iliyyat, Myth, and Pseudepigraphy,” 220

14 M.O. Klar, Interpreting al- Tha ‘labl’s Tales of the Prophets, (Oxen: Routledge, 2009).



accusation against the old scriptures was understood to allude to any textual
falsification. Nickel suggests that exegetes of the formative period did not understand
the Qur’anic verses to mean the textual corruption of the earliest scriptures. Rather
their interpretations of the tampering verses denote a range of actions of tampering
carried out by Jews, mainly those who lived contemporaneously with the Prophet of
Islam.™® Similarly, Mun’im Sirry has investigated several polemic passages from the
Qur’an that challenge interreligious dialogue. Among the topics he addressed, is the
charge of falsification of Jewish and Christian scriptures. Yet, unlike Nickel who
focuses on the early period of Islam, Sirry is more interested in examining the modern
period and demonstrating how the modern context shaped Muslim reformers’
understanding of the Qur’anic polemic texts. Sirry highlights the ways in which Muslim
reformers use biblical criticism advocated by European theologians.’® He concludes
that while modern Muslim scholars utilise aspects of higher biblical criticism in their
criticism of the Bible, the polemic work of medieval authors such as Ibn Hazm is
missing from their Qur’anic commentaries.”

Other scholars devote more effort to debating the validity of consulting biblical
narratives in early Islam. For instance, M. J. Kister has investigated the permissibility
of narrating isr&’iliyyat material by discussing one of the important hadiths that permits
Muslims to narrate from the Children of Israel. Kister questions to what extent this
tradition was understood by early Muslims and if there was an objection against

narrating from the People of the Book’s sources. Kister concludes that there was no

5 Gordon Nickel, Narratives of tampering in the earliest commentaries on the Quran, (Leiden: Brill,
2011).

16 Mun'im Sirry, The Scripture Polemic: The Qur'an and Other Religions (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2014), 108

17 Sirry, The Scripture Polemic, 130-132.



substantial objection to the biblical traditions transmitted by Jewish and Christian
converts. Rather, Muslims appear to reject biblical traditions only when they contradict
their own belief or practice.®

Arabic scholarship has placed an even greater emphasis on the issue of
legitimacy and whether it is permissible to incorporate isr&’iliyyat material into Islamic
heritage. Muslim authors’ approach to isra’iliyyat has been to examine its validity within
Islamic literature. Closer attention has been given to the content of biblical narratives
to examine whether it agrees or disagrees with the Qur’an. Muslims, however, have
not engaged directly with those traditions (i.e., the Bible) in discussing isra’iliyyat and
instead restrict themselves to discussing Islamic literature that talks about isr&7liyyat.
For instance, Muhammad al-Dhahabi has undertaken a vast study of isra7liyyat
material as he searches for the avenues by which those materials came to tafsir and
hadith. He pays particular attention to discussing points of contact such as the Jewish
converts and the Companions who are familiar with biblical narratives. Al-Dhahabrt also
divides isra’lliyyat into three categories and shows when they are accepted within Islam
and when they are rejected. He also sheds a light on the disparate prophetic traditions
that permit and prohibit consulting isr&’liyyat material and attempts to make sense of
their contradictions. Furthermore, al-Dhahabi examines various types of Qur’anic
exegesis that rely on isra@’iliyyat material and views the position of each of them. While
al-Dhahabt spares room to define isra’iliyyat as a term, he does not pay attention to

the question of when the term was theorised to refer to biblical narratives.®

8 M.J. Kister, “Haddithu ‘An Bani Isra’ila wa-la Haraja: A Study of an Early Tradition,” Israel Oriental
Studies 2 (1972): 215-39.
9 Muhammad al-Dhahabr, Isra’liyyat f al- Tafsir wa-I- Hadith (Cairo: Wahba library, 1990).



Another important work on isra’iliyyat is the book of Muhammad Abl Shahba,
an Egyptian Azhari scholar (d. 1983), who explicitly describes his motivation to write
this book as a warning against the danger of those materials that spread widely in
several Islamic sciences. Abl Shahba plainly admits his disagreement with views that
claim that isra@’lliyyat materials can still be valuable historically to mirror the period and
the social context in which they appear. He states that the danger of this phenomenon
exceeded their benefit, so he decides to exclude them altogether. Aba Shahba not only
alerts his audience by identifying various genres that contain such suspicious literature
but also, lists several biblical tales in which he highlights which part of the story
contains biblical references. Abu Shahba never forgets to cast doubt on the narratives
attributed to figures such as Ka‘b and Wahb.?° Yet, AbG Shahba despite his criticism
never doubts the reliability of Ka‘b and Wahb, nor does he question their loyalty to
Islam. Unlike Abd Shahba, Mahmmiud Abd Rayyah, an Egyptian reformer (d. 1970), in
his book Adwa ‘ harshly attacks Ka‘'b and Wahb by doubting their intention to convert
to Islam. For Abu Rayyah those figures are a representation of a Jewish conspiracy
that aims to destroy Islam. Abd Rayyah concludes that isra’iliyyat material should be
excluded from Islamic books?' Similarly, Ramzi Ni‘na‘ah, a Jordanian AzharT scholar,
writes to alert his Muslim audience against the threat that isra’liyyat materials bring to
Islamic belief. Ni‘na‘ah not only traces the wide diffusion of such suspicious material
in classical Islamic books but also explains other contemporary issues that contribute
to the spread of this genre. For instance, he highlights what he regards as the role of

Orientalists in distributing this material to destroy the religion of Islam.??

20 Muhammad Shahba, Isra’lliyyat and Maduat in the Books of Tafsir (Cairo: Maktabat al-Sunna,
1988).

21 Abu Rayyah, Adwa " ala al- Sunna al- Muhammadiyya (Cairo: Dar al-Maarif, 1957).

22 Ramzi Ni‘na‘ah, Al- Isra’lliyyat wa Athruha fi Kutub al-Tafsir (Damascus: Dar al-Maarif,1970).



Clearly, English and Arabic scholarships each have various lines of
investigation and interest. Yet, in addition to their disparity, there is a communication
breakdown between scholarships. As Yousef Casewit suggests “there is very little
exchange on the Qur’an between contemporary scholarship producing (sic) in Arabic
and English.”?® Kareem Rosshandler draws the attention of scholars to the lack of
communication and devotes an article to introducing contemporary Arabic scholarship
of isra’liyyat to the English reader. Rosshandler being aware of the disparity of Muslim
scholars’ positions divides the contemporary Muslim approach into three categories.
The first is the moderate group that differentiates what is acceptable and what is not
acceptable from israillyyat material. The second approach is to minimise the valid use
of isra’lliyyat and question if it offers any value to the interpretation of the Qur'an. The
third approach is against the use of isra’lliyyat material based on doubting its reliability.
Yet, there is much work left that could not fit under any of Rosshandler’s categories.
Rosshandler despite his efforts to include much of the Arabic literature under these
categories, does not spare more room to discuss how those authors reach those
conclusions and what are the historical and social contexts that shaped their views.
Furthermore, there is little discussion devoted to the indebtedness of modern Arabic
scholarship to Ibn Taymiyya's hermeneutical program and his treatment of the biblical
narrative.

While both Western and Arabic scholarship contributes to the analysis of the

genre of isrg’liyyat, what is absent from almost all analysis of isr&Tiyyat is an

23 Yousef Casewit Introduction to his class ‘Contemporary Arabic Scholarship on the Qur'an,’

taught at the University of Chicago in Spring, 2018 cited in Rosshandler, Kareem. “A Review of
Contemporary Arabic Scholarship on the Use of Isra’liyyat for Interpreting the Qur'an.” American
Journal of Islam and Society 36, no. 2 (2019).



examination of the term itself (i.e., how it has been used historically and how the
theorisation of the term leads to more rigid usage and a restricted approach to the
biblical lore). The only exception to this is Tottoli who traces the usage of the term
isra’fliyyat from medieval to modern times. Since this thesis expands on Tottoli’s
argument, | will first summarize his argument and then illustrate how this dissertation
builds on his argument while also investigating additional aspects that were not
thoroughly discussed in his article.

In his article “Origin and use of the term isra Tliyyat in Muslim literature”, 2 Tottoli
trails the occurrence of the term in Arabic and Islamic literature during classical and
modern times. He divided his paper into three sections; the usage of the term during
the early time prior to Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir; and then he gives a thorough
account of the usage of the term in their writings; and finally, he evaluates the usage
of the term up to modern times. Tottoli argues that the term isra’iliyyat can be traced
back to Mas 'Gd1 (d. 956) who in his book Murig al-dhahab deals with stories that come
from the Children of Israel.?> Mas‘TGdT explains that he quotes narratives from the
stories of the Israelites. Mas‘ud1 draws attention to the lack of authenticity of those
narratives and argues that those narratives should be treated with caution. As Tottoli
points outs, “Mas 0d1 makes use of the term isra Tliyyat to indicate a kind of extravagant
tradition.”?® Mas ‘GdT mentions that the stories he quoted are connected to stories called
isra’iliyyat. However, in other passages from Murlg, Mas Gd1 did not make use of the
term. Instead, he mentions that he quotes from “kutub al- mubtada ”. Tottoli suggests

that although Mas tdr’s usage of the term was not systematic, it confirms that the term

24 Roberto Tottoli "Origin and Use of the Term Isra’Tliyyat in Muslim Literature.” Arabica 46, no. 2
(1999): 193-210.

2 Tottoli, Origin and Use of the Term ,194

26 Tottoli, 194
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was known during such an early period to refer to cosmology and biblical stories of
questionable authenticity.?”

In addition to Mas‘ldT, Tottoli suggests that the term was also used by other
authors to refer to a title of a book. For instance, Ibn Muragga took a direct citation
from a book titled Kitab al- isra’iliyyat, the book relates to Wahb. Similarly, al-Gazalt
(d. 1111), Turtdst (d.1126) and Ibn al-Arabi (d. 1148) used the term isra liyyat to refer
to a title of a book.2® Ibn al-Arabi on the other hand used the term further to refer to a
kind of stories that were unreliable. The term israiliyyat was also mentioned by Ibn al-
Jawzi (d. 1200) in his al-Qusséas wa al-Mudhkirin (the Storytellers and the Preachers)
to refer to stories that come from the Bible. Tottoli suggests that Ibn al-Jawzi used the
term to refer to “stories of ancient peoples which are seldom authentic...”?® After the
first examination of the term Tottoli concludes that israiliyyat as a term was not used
systematically to refer to the stories of the prophets. He assured further that major
works that contain stories of the prophets never mentioned the term in relation to the
prophet’s tales. The term israliyyat started to be used in the fourteenth century and
onwards.3°

Tottoli then discusses the position of both Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) and his
student Ibn Kathir (d.13.73) on the usage of isra fliyyat. He argues that Ibn Taymiyya's
usage of the term isra iliyyat was not systematic either. Ibn Taymiyya employs the term
isra’iliyyat to highlight his disapproval of such traditions. Tottoli traces |lbn Taymiyya’s
usage of the term in various works such as his treatise on qussas in which Ibn

Taymiyya uses isra’iliyyat to stress the harmful of such material. For Ibn Taymiyya

27 Tottoli, 195
28 Tottoli,196.
2 Tottoli, 198
30 Tottoli, 199.
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those traditions lack sound isnad to the Prophet. Similarly, the term appears in one of
Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwas to refer to a title of a chapter or category of tradition.?' In a
different incident, Ibn Taymiyya uses the term to refer to a title of a chapter and
highlights his position with reference to those narratives. Ibn Taymiyya indicates that
those Jewish stories al-ahadith al- isra’lliyya cannot be accepted unless they agree
with Islamic traditions. Tottoli suggests that the term al-ahadith al- isra’iliyya is a
synonym of israfliyyat since Ibn Taymiyya uses them equally in the same chapter.3?
Tottoli argues that in addition to previous usage, Ibn Taymiyya’s usage of the term
extends to include “a corpus of unreliable reports of Jewish origin which are quoted in
early works and which must, on the whole, be rejected unless they are in accord with
sound Muslim traditions.”33 Tottoli argues further that this way of using the term is
similar to later authors such as Ibn Kathir and in modern literature. Yet, Tottoli, insists
that Ibn Taymiyya did not use the term isra’lliyyat systematically in his treatise on
Qur’anic exegesis. For Tottoli, the very fact that Ibn Taymiyya uses the term al-ahadith
al- isra’lliyya in his Mugaddima and not isra Tliyyat is clear evidence that Ibn Taymiyya
does not make systematic use of it. Tottoli continues that it was Ibn Kathir who makes
systemic use of the term. For Ibn Kathir israliyyat refers to the unauthentic traditions
that come from Jewish origin and contain biblical and cosmological themes. In a few
cases, Ibn Kathir uses the term to refer to a title of a book.3*

Ibn Kathir mentions israliyyat in both al-Bidayah wa al-Nihaya and in his Tafsir.

Tottoli argues that Ibn Kathir stresses in al-Bidayah that he can only accept isra fliyyat

3! Tottoli, 201.
32 Tottoli, 202.
33 Tottoli, 202.
34 Tottoli, 202-203.
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when they are in agreement with sound Muslim traditions. Tottoli points out that Ibn
Kathir's definition of the term appears in other passages. For example, Ibn Kathir
highlights the fact that isralliyyat material was introduced to Islam, and they came of
Jewish origin. Ibn Kathir explains the direct connection some Companions had with
Jewish sources. At the battle of Yarmuk ‘Abdallah Ibn al-‘As found two camels loaded
with books that belong to the People of the Book. For Ibn Kathir ‘Abdallah lbn al-‘As
used these sources to introduce isra lliyyat to Muslims. Tottoli suggests that isra iliyyat
is here a synonym of terms such as ahbar banr Isra’il, as this appears clearly in al-
Bidayah when Ibn Kathir mentioned the same story.®® In a different incident when
retelling the story of the sacrifice of Abraham’s son, Ibn Kathir asserts that the son in
question was Ishmael, explicitly expressing his disapproval of narratives that suggest
otherwise, particularly those based on isra’lliyyat material. According to Ibn Kathir,
anyone who maintains that Isaac was the son who was intended to be sacrificed is
relying on isra’lliyyat narratives. Tottoli argues that isra nliyyat here is a synonym for
Jewish and unauthentic material. Similarly, in his Tafsir, when |bn Kathir found
something that disagrees with the Islamic tradition, or when he wished to dismiss any
reports, he claims that it is taken from isra fiyyat. In other places, Ibn Kathir says that
some traditions are taken from isralliyyat. Tottoli. suggests that this way of using the
term can refer to a title of a book or a chapter. Equally, in one place of his tafsir, Ibn
Kathir uses the term to refer to a title of a book. Tottoli concludes this section by
assuring that Ibn Kathir was the first one to use the term isralliyyat systematically to
refer first to the unreliable material that came from a Jewish origin and second to a title

of a book.3¢

35 Tottoli, 203.
36 Tottoli, 206.
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In the final section of Tottoli’s article, he examines the usage of the term after
Ibn Kathir. Tottoli argues that Ibn Kathir's usage of the term did not gain acceptance
by the authors who followed him. Tottoli views Suyttl as one example of an exegete
who does not mention the term in his itgan. Yet, there are few examples of the
appearance of the term by some authors such as Ibn Hagar (d.1448). The latter used
the term to refer to Jewish material that was introduced to Islam. A second example is
Ibshtht (d.1446) who used the term three times in his Mustatraf as a title of a book or
books. DamirT (d. 1405) also mentions the term isralliyyat when referring to narratives
attributed to Wahab.3” Tottoli suggests that the term “entered into exegetical
terminology” to refer to traditions that were introduced to Islam through Jewish
converts.38

In modern Islamic literature, the term isra’iliyyat gained wide popularity as it
refers to traditions dealing with the story of prophets. Tottoli suggests that both
Muhammad "Abdu (d. 1905) and his student Rashid Rida (d. 1940) were the reason
behind the revival of the term. While both of them rejected the validity of isra miyyat
material, Rida even went more radical to claim that that material was fabricated for the
purpose of corrupting Islam by introducing material that came of a Jewish origin.®° By
the end of World War Il the term started to be associated with the establishment of the
modern state of Israel.*

Following this overview, it is significant to emphasize the parallel inquiry
between this thesis and Tottoli's article, while also extending beyond the core

argument presented by Tottoli. First, this dissertation concurs with Tottoli’'s conclusion

37 Tottoli, 207.
3% Tottoli, 208.
3% Tottoli, 208.
40 Tottoli, 209.
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that the term isra’lliyyat was not used before the fourteenth century to refer to the
stories of the prophets. Yet, it delves deeper to examine the perspectives of other
significant figures such as al-TabarT, Ibn Ishaq al-Kisa'm and al-Tha‘lab1. This thesis
also explores whether these early historians placed any restriction on stories
originating from biblical material. Second, while Tottoli studied various works by Ibn
Taymiya, he did not provide details about Ibn Taymiya’s evaluation of israiliyyat in his
muqaddima. This thesis aims to fill that gap by thoroughly examining Ibn Taymiyya’s
theorisation of the term. It should be noted that, unlike Tottoli, this thesis takes
isré’fliyyat and ahadith isra’lliyya as synonymous terms. It argues that Ibn Taymiyya
was the first to theorise isra lliyyat in the Islamic tradition. Ibn Taymiyya not only defines
what he meant by ahadith isra’iliyya but he also evaluates their validity within Islamic
traditions. Third, while this thesis accepts Tottoli’s conclusion that Ibn Kathir used the
term isra’lliyyat to refer to the unauthentic reports that have a Jewish origin, it extends
further to prove how Ibn Kathir closely followed Ibn Taymiyya’s theory on israiliyyat.
Furthermore, Ibn Kathir provides an application of Ibn Taymiyya’s theory of israiliyyat

as he identifies clear examples in his tafsir and history.

Accordingly, the present study approaches the genre of isra’iliyyat through three

different phases:

- The first phase focuses on the formative period of Islam and stresses ways of
interreligious communication between Muslims and non-Muslims. It examines
further early Muslims’ use of biblical lore and their position on the reliability of

the Bible.
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- The second phase examines Ibn Taymiyya’s theorisation of the term isra’iliyyat
and his rigid approach to biblical narratives embodied in Islamic literature.

- The third phase refers to what | call “the islamization of isra’lliyyat’. It refers to
Ibn Kathir's minimal use of the biblical narrative and his acceptance of only

those that agree with the Qur’an and sound hadith.

Sources

Biblical materials have been circulated widely in Islamic literature and have
contributed substantially to various genres. Throughout this research, | aim to explore
several genres: tafsir, the tales of the prophet and world history. Yet, it will not be
exhaustive in that sense. Rather, it will mainly focus on early authors such as al-Tabarf,
al-Kisa’T and al-Tha‘lab1 during the early period of Islam and compare them with
medieval authors such as Ibn Kathir. Furthermore, the use of Ibn Taymiyya’s work
Mugaddima fr 'usdl al-Tafsir will be significant since he marks a shift in the way he
theorises his hermeneutical program and in his treatment of the biblical lore within
Islamic literature.

Comparing al-TabarT’s history and tafsir with his counterpart Ibn Kathir’s history
and fafsir is significant for this research. Al-TabarT ushers in the end of the formative
period of Islam and he gathers many of the traditions that were distributed orally by his
generation. Ibn Kathir's work on the other hand is a manifestation of Ibn Taymiyya’s
hermeneutical theory. This will allow one to view how both al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir
shift between their roles as a historian and as an exegete. Moreover, it will demonstrate
the use of biblical lore in the genre of tafsir and world history. Since Ibn Kathir quotes
extensively from al-Tabarf, it is important to see how Ibn Kathir filtered al-TabarT's

quotations before integrating them into his work.
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Other primary sources from the early period of Islam will also be used to some
extent. For example, Ibn Ishaqg’'s biography of Muhammad is worthy of attention to
illustrate the intellectual exchange between the Jewish and Muslim communities. lbn
Ishaqg also provides a context to many of the verses that address the non-Muslim
community. | will also investigate to some extent first-hand materials from Ibn Qutayba
and al-Ya'qubr’s history. Both authors produced encyclopaedic versions of the
universal history that resemble that of al-TabarT and integrated biblical material into

their work.

Structure of the Thesis

This thesis consists of five chapters and is arranged chronologically to begin with the
formative period of Islam and then move to the 14" century with Ibn Taymiyya and lbn
Kathir. In Chapter 1, | argue that the Qur’an was received in a pluralistic community
in which Muslims were in dialogue with the Jewish community about biblical figures
mentioned in the Qur'an. In the course of demonstrating the framework of such
intellectual exchange, | come to discuss how both the Qur’an and the quasi- biblical
materials were part of such conversation as well as the accessibility of the Bible to
early Muslims and the permissibility of integrating it into their tradition. | also shed light
on the role of storytellers and Jewish converts in transmitting biblical lore. | conclude
this chapter by examining al-Tabar’s work to demonstrate how biblical lore was
transferred and documented in the early written traditions. Most importantly | question
if early Muslims used the term isra’liyyat with reference to biblical narratives or applied
any kind of restrictions when integrating them into Islamic literature.

In Chapter 2, | discuss the polemic charge of scriptural falsification against the Bible

and how early Muslims understood the Qur’anic verses that claim that both Christians
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and the Jews corrupted their scriptures. The most significant question in this chapter
is how early Muslims perceived the doctrine of scriptural falsification and yet continued
to consult biblical narratives. For this, | examine the works of al-TabarT, Ibn Qutayba
and al-Ya'qabT1 and investigate how their understanding of tahrifimpacted the way they
interacted with the Bible.

Both Chapter (1) and Chapter (2) provide the framework of the formative period of
Islam. They demonstrate that despite the disparity within early Muslims’ response to
the Bible and a developing discourse around fahrif, the main authors of this period
were confident of the usefulness of consulting biblical lore. Yet, starting from Chapter
(3) I will examine each author’s response to the Bible by examining their position on
consulting the Bible as a historical source along with their evaluation of the reliability
of the Bible. This feeds into the main argument of the thesis as it examines to what
extent Muslims maintain the reliability of biblical sources as an essential condition for
consulting them.

In Chapter 3, | argue that the theorisation of isra’liyyat category was first introduced
by Ibn Taymiyya in his short treatise Mugaddima. lbn Taymiyya classifies ahadith
isra’iliyya into three categories and he provides the proper treatment of each category.
| demonstrate how Ibn Taymiyya uses the term to serve a methodological function in
which he identifies an epistemological limitation that lies with isra’liyyat material.
Furthermore, | also demonstrate how Ibn Taymiyya in al-Jawab sets out to prove that
the Bible was not accurately transmitted. Taken together, | show in his treatise on
Shu‘ayb how his evaluation of the Bible impacted the way he engages with biblical
narratives. | conclude that Ibn Taymiyya limited his engagement with biblical lore to

only those narratives that agree with the Qur'an and the sound traditions. | also

18



demonstrate that while Ilbn Taymiyya’'s assessment of the Bible stems from his
understanding of the revelation within Islam, he fails to observe the very different
nature of each scripture. For instance, Christians consider the Bible to be divinely
inspired yet humanly penned, whereas Muslims consider the Qur’an to be the exact
word of God.

In Chapter 4, | demonstrate that Ibn Kathir not only adopted the hermeneutical theory
of his teacher Ibn Taymiyya but applied it in his tafsir and history. Despite this, while
attempting to implement Ibn Taymiyya’s hermeneutical theory, Ibn Kathir took a
different direction in which he utilises the methodological framework of hadith to
evaluate the Bible. This chapter is constructed around the fundamental contrast
between Ibn Kathir and his counterpart al-Tabari concerning their treatment of biblical
traditions. For this, | show how Ibn Kathir while quoting extensively from al-TabarT's
work produces an abridged version in which he excludes biblical narratives that do not
agree with the Qur’an.

Throughout the previous chapters, | aim to provide a theoretical framework for
the formative period of Islam and compare it with the 14th-century authors in which |bn
Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir theorised their treatment of biblical narratives embodied in
Islamic literature. Chapter (5) functions as a case study of the influence of the
theorisation israiliyyat on the way biblical figures are understood in Islamic thought. It
aims to compare early versions of the tales of the prophets with Ibn Kathir's version to
demonstrate how Ibn Kathir's approach to biblical narratives impacted the way he
writes the tales of the prophets. This approach will allow one to view how the early
authors such as al-Kisa'T and al-Tha’labt were open to utilising a range of materials

including biblical narratives to re-depict the biblical prophets. It shows on the other
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hand how Ibn Kathir's background as a hadith scholar impacted his way of quoting
earlier versions of the tales of prophets, what sort of details interested him and what
details he omits in order to shape his own version. | also demonstrate how Ibn Kathir
unlike the early authors relies only on what he describes as the “authentic traditions”
that is the Qur’an and the sound hadith. | argue that Ibn Kathir's version of the biblical
tales reflects the Islamic identity in which theological questions about the prophets'
infallibility were prioritised. While the early versions stress the human side of the
prophets, |bn Kathir insisted on introducing the prophets as “role models”. This
explains why he maintains the infallibility of the prophets as a significant concept in the

way he depicts his version.

Argument

This thesis seeks to assess Muslims' reception of biblical legend and how the process
of conveying biblical lore into Islamic literature has been subjected to rigorous scrutiny
in terms of its origins and veracity. The fundamental goal of this research is to discover
when and how isra lliyyat was theorised to refer to biblical lore incorporated into Islamic
literature. It claims that isra’iliyyat is a controversial word that early Muslims did not
use consistently to refer to the biblical mythology embodied in Islamic literature. It
argues that isra’liyyat was first theorised by Ibn Taymiyya who applied restrictions on
its usage in Islamic literature. In essence, it analyses how early and medieval Muslim
writers react to the Bible both favourably and negatively, incorporating substantial

chunks of it into their work and doubting its trustworthiness.
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Chapter 1: Muslims' engagement with biblical lore during the
formative period of Islam

There is a settled consensus among contemporary Muslim scholars that isra’liyyat+’
materials are to be accepted only if they are in accord with the Qur’an.*? Therefore,
materials which contradict the Qur’an are to be rejected. Moreover, if the Qur’an is a
comprehensive book that includes all essential knowledge, then there is no reason to
look elsewhere. This view can be traced back to Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) and his student
Ibn Kathir (d. 1373). Both Ibn Taymiyya and his student question the validity of that
category of narratives and the utility of including them within Islamic literature. They
fail, however, to explain this position in light of the Qur’anic appeal that calls on
Muslims to consult the scripture of Jews and Christians, nor were they able to explain
early Muslim engagement with biblical lore. Accordingly, the approach presented by
contemporary Muslim scholars, like Muhammad Hussayn al-Dhahabi43, that israTliyyat
material are only accepted when they agree with the Qur’an is merely a reflection of
Ibn Taymiyya’s school and not a true reflection of the early period of Islam. The
popularity of this view among Muslim scholars led Western scholars, like Andrew
Rippin#4, to present Ibn Taymiyya’s rejection of isra’lliyyat as the general attitude of

Muslims toward biblical material.

41 Ismail AlBayrak in his article “Re-evaluating the notion of Isriliyyat” states that isra7liyyat refers to
reports that contain elements of the religious literature of Jews and, more commonly, it refers to
elements from Christian, Zoroastrian and Near Eastern. See Albayrak, Ismail. “Re-Evaluating the
Notion of Isra'iliyyat.” D.E. U. llahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergis, 2001, 69-88.

42 For instance, Muhammad al-Dhahabr in his book “Isra7liyyat in Tafsir and Hadith” accepts Ibn
Taymiyya’s three categories of isra’iliyyat and argues that only material which agrees with the Qur’an
can be accepted. See al-Dhahabr, IsraTliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith (Cairo: Wahba library), 1990.

43 See al-Dhahabi, IsraTliyyat, 36-37.

44 See Andrew Rippin, “Interpreting the Bible through the Qur’an” in Approaches to the Qur’an, eds.
G.R. Hawting, Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993), 249 and passim.
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Seemingly, there are several problems that challenge contemporary Muslims
adopting Ibn Taymiyya’s theory. Firstly, the contemporary treatment of isra7liyyat is a
late development that was initiated by Ibn Taymiyya; it is worth questioning whether
the early Muslims shared the same views. Secondly, the tendency of contemporary
Muslim scholars to adopt Ibn Taymiyya’s methodology seems to create a vacuum
between the Qur’anic approach that welcomes Muslim engagement with biblical lore,
and the refusal of isra’liyyat materials by many Muslims today by deeming it to be
pseudepigraphy.

The present chapter is thus an attempt to destabilise a settled issue about
Muslim treatment of the material named isra’liyyat. While contemporary Muslims
appear to be more interested in the definitional inquiry into isra’liyyat, this chapter is
more of a historical inquiry aiming to re-examine early Muslim treatment of biblical lore
and antecedent traditions during the formative period of Islam. To gain a clear
understating of this period, we must first address how the Qur’an positioned itself in
relation to previous scriptures, and how this position was perceived by the early Muslim
community. Secondly, we must examine early Muslim engagement with biblical lore
and the People of the Book. As a result, the purpose of this chapter is to argue that the
term isra’iliyyat was not theorised before Ibn Taymiyya. In doing so, it argues that early
Muslims never used the term systematically in relation to biblical accounts, and that
isra@’lliyyat accounts existed before the term itself gained currency. It also questions
whether early Muslims applied any restrictions when they incorporated biblical material
into their traditions. Since the present chapter argues that the theorisation of the term

started with lIbn Taymiyya, it will refrain from using this term when referring to the
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narratives that come from the People of the Book. Instead, it will refer to those
narratives as biblical narratives or biblical lore.

Yet, this is not to claim that the term does not appear at all prior to Ibn Taymiyya
and Ibn Kathir. As | discussed earlier in the introduction, Roberto Tottoli has identified
early instances of the term in Arabic and Islamic literature. He has demonstrated that
the term appears throughout the works of authors like al-Mas'tdi (d. 956) and al-
Ghazali (d. 1111); there is a book attributed to al-Ghazali titled with the term:
isra’miyyat. Furthermore, there is a book of Wahb ibn Munabbih titled israliyyat. There
is also further evidence that the term was found in the tafsir of Ibn al-"Arabi. Tottoli,
however, concludes that despite these few occurrences of the term, none of the above-
mentioned authors used the term systematically.4®

There are several primary sources that will be consulted for this discussion.
Yet, it is important to take into consideration that the formative period of Islam was a
period with a dominant oral tradition; perhaps the Qur’an is the earliest written book to
appear in the Arabic language.*® Yet, we have fragments of those oral traditions that
were transmitted and preserved at the end of the formative period of Islam through
historians like al-Tabart (d.923) and Ibn Ishaq (d. 767). Accordingly, those accounts
will serve as the main sources for this inquiry. The book of Ibn Ishaq on the life of
Muhammad came to be considered as the first work in the genre of prophetic
biography, and it provides a detailed account of the early Muslims’ relationship with the

Jewish community who also dwelled in Madina. The final part of this section is devoted

45 Roberto Tottoli, “Origin and Use of the Term Isra’Tliyyat in Muslim Literature,” Arabica 46, no. 2
(1999): 193-210.

46 Sidney H. Griffith and Gregor Schoeler are among the scholars who claim that the Qur’an is the first
Arabic written document, see Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 43. Also see Griffith, “Late Antiquity and the
Religious Milieu of the Qur’an Origins” in The Routledge Companion to the Qur'an, eds. George
Archer, Maria M. Dakake, Daniel A. Madigan (London and New York: Routledge, 2022), 7.
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to al-Tabarr’s works on history and fafsir, both of which appear to offer good examples
of how biblical narratives were utilised in written traditions. The question of naming
early Muslim engagement with biblical lore will perhaps continue to remain open, since
the term isra’iliyyat was not used to refer to any of those materials during the formative
period of Islam.

The Qur’anic Appeal to Engage with the People of the Book

The spread of biblical accounts in early Islamic writings demonstrates the interest of
early Muslims in consulting biblical lore. Nonetheless, there are numerous scholarly
debates about the motivation of early Muslims in engaging with biblical lore. Perhaps
the most striking view is that biblical lore captured the intent of specific groups, such
as the storytellers (qussas), who were the first to engage with biblical narratives. One
of the storytellers’ roles was to retell stories of the ancient prophets and of
Muhammad*’. Although the Qur’an alludes to several biblical tales, those allusions are
scattered throughout various Qur’anic chapters in brief. Storytellers were interested in
searching for more details to supplement what are known as “narrative gaps”. Their
tendency to satisfy popular tastes encouraged them to incorporate external elements
from the Bible. Another common view is that extra-Qur’anic narratives were
incorporated by Jewish converts who sought to contribute via their old culture with
knowledge and stories discussed in their scriptures.#® For instance, the body of
literature that came to later be known as the “tales of the Prophets” genre is believed
to go back to Jewish converts—the examples of Wahb Ibn Munabbih (d. 728 or 732),

Ka'b al-Ahbar (d. 652-3) and ‘Abdullah ibn Salam (d. 663-4) are well known. Those

47 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an, 86.
48 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an, 89.
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converts’ names consistently appear in written traditions in relation to biblical
accounts.9

Yet, it is problematic to describe Muslims’ engagement with biblical lore as a
practice that exclusively caught the attention of particular groups, namely, the
storytellers and the Jewish converts who wished to contribute from their own traditions.
Later, we will come to the point of discussing how several Companions, such as Ibn
‘Abbas and Abd Hurayra, were in close contact with Ka‘b and Wahb and showed an
interest in the biblical accounts they received. Those Companions even transferred
biblical narratives without any objections. For the sake of making sense of this practice,
one should not only consider those who advocated for it, but it is also fundamental to
examine how the early Muslim community tolerated and accepted this practice.
However, before diving into these deep discussions, we need to consider the Qur’anic
approach to pre-Qur’anic scriptures. In the following section, we will address several
verses that highlight and confirm the position of the Qur’an as a continuation of God’s
revelation. These verses command believers to believe in the Qur'an and in the
previous scriptures, and to make no distinction between them. They also invite Muslims
to read and learn from the experience of previous prophets and nations. More
specifically, the Qur’an calls upon believers, and Muhammad himself, to consult the
People of the Book and those who were given scripture before them. It shall come as
no surprise that Muslims’ preoccupation with previous scriptures is a practice that is

rooted in their scripture.

49 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an, 138-156. Also see, Jon Hoover, “What Would Ibn Taymiyyah
Make of Intertextual Study of the Qur'an? The Challenge of Isra’Tliyyat” in The Qur'an Reformation of
Judaism and Christianity: Return to the Origins, ed. Holger M. Zellentin, (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge,
2020).
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The Qur’an attempts to confirm its kinship with the previous scriptures in various
ways. First, by stressing the fact that the Qur’an shares the same source of revelation
as the previous scriptures; the Qur’an says, “He has sent down upon you, [O
Muhammad], the Book in truth, confirming what was before it. And He revealed the
Torah and the Gospel.”®® God confirms that the God of the Muslims is identical to that
of the People of the Book, “And our God and your God is one; and we are Muslims [in
submission] to Him.”S" Second, the Qur’an comes as a confirmation of the previous
scripture, “And We have revealed to you, [O Muhammad], the Book [i.e., the Qur’an]
in truth, confirming that which preceded it of the Scripture and as a criterion over it.”52
Third, the Prophet shares the same message that was revealed to his fellow prophets
and, therefore, believers have to believe in Muhammad and in the previous prophets
and make no distinction between them, “The Messenger has believed in what was
revealed to him from his Lord, and [so have] the believers. All of them have believed
in Allah and His angels and His books and His messengers, [saying]: We make no
distinction between any of His messengers...”5*Accordingly, the Qur’an values the
experience lived by the previous nations and their prophets; their lived experience is a
lesson for those who came after them, “There was certainly in their stories a lesson for
those of understanding. Never was it [i.e., the Qur'an] a narration invented, but a
confirmation of what was before it and a detailed explanation of all things and guidance

and mercy for a people who believe.”*

50(Qur.3:3).
51(Qur.29:46).
52(Qur.5:48).
53(Qur.2:285).
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The Qur’an also provides Muslims with stories found in the Bible.%® The biblical
tales cited in the Qur'an are not simple references to historical events, but they also
highlight the spiritual and moral values shared by previous nations.®® Most commonly
the Qur’an refers to the Christian and Jewish communities as ahl al-kitab, strictly
translated as People of the Book.5” The phrase “ahl al-kitab” is repeated 30 times in
the Qur’an.%® Another term that appears frequently and is applied to the Jews is Band
Isra’ll or “Israelites”. As Michael Pregill points out, the appearance of these terms
explains the significance of biblical history to the Muslim community, who seem to
understand their own scripture through the lens of previous scriptures.®® Yet, although
the history of Band Isra’ll is articulated in many Qur’anic accounts, those historical
narratives are brief, and scattered in isolated chapters. Nevertheless, the Qur’anic
style of narrating those accounts is distinctive. The Qur anic referential style in retelling
biblical stories appears to presuppose some familiarity from its audience with the actual
details of the narratives.®® This explains why the Qur’an is not interested in retelling
whole narratives but rather in highlighting certain elements of the stories. As Griffith
highlights, there is no need for any introduction since the Qur’an is confident that its

audience is familiar with the biblical patriarchs.®! It is then clear, as Griffith puts it, that

% The parallel between the Qur’an and the Bible is understood by Muslims to be a part of divine
intention, not as an influence of the former upon the latter.

% The Qur’an is unique in how it incorporates the stories of biblical figures into its own prophetology
and the presentation of God. It is then, as Giriffith points out, a new paradigm that provides a familiar
salvation history, yet with echoes from the earlier traditions. See Giriffith, 54.

57 Pregill suggests that “ahl al-kitab” is better translated as “the Scriptured”. He argues that the term
“ahl al-kitab” does not only reflect their possession of a mere literal book, but they are identified as a
community through their association with scripture that represents prophetic communication with the
Divine. See Michael Pregill, “The People of Scripture (Ahl al-Kitab)” in The Routledge Companion to
the Qur'an, eds. George Archer, Maria M. Dakake, Daniel A. Madigan (London and New York:
Routledge, 2022), 121-134.

58 Pregill, “The People of Scripture”, 121.

59 Pregill, “The People of Scripture,” 121.

60 Rippin, “Interpreting the Bible,” 251.

61 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 57.
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“the Qur’an calls on the authority of the older scripture to corroborate its revelatory
message.”®? The Qur’'an establishes a habit in which Muslims are encouraged to
consult the People of the Book. In many Qur’anic accounts, the verses initially illustrate
a historical account or narrate a biblical tale, and then open the door for Band Isra’il to
comment on the Qur’anic account. A Qur’anic verse asks Muhammad, and the Muslim
community to consult those who have knowledge of their scripture; the Qur’an says:
“So if you are in doubt, [O Muhammad], about that which We have revealed to you,
then ask those who have been reading the scriptures before you.”3

Furthermore, there are several Qur’anic examples that initiate a dialogue
between Muslims and their non-Muslim fellows. In one instance, a Qur anic account
begins by providing the context of a historical event and then the People of the Book
are invited to act as witnesses to their own religious history. The Qur’an says: “And
ask them about the town that was by the sea - when they transgressed in [the matter
of] the sabbath - when their fish came to them openly on their sabbath day, and the
day they had no sabbath they did not come to them. Thus did We give them trial
because they were defiantly disobedient.”®* The verse directs the Muslim community
to learn from the previous nations’ mistakes. Furthermore, it requires the Children of
Israel to share their version of the story; the verse uses the third person plural noun,
‘them,” which refers to the collective memory. There is scholarly consensus that the

verse addresses the Jews of Madina, and al-TabarTt narrates in his tafsir, on the

62 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 58.
63 (Qur.10: 94).
64 (Qur. 7:163).
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authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, that God requested Muhammad to ask the Jews to share their
knowledge about the story of the township called Aylah which was by the sea.®®

In a similar manner, the Qur’an retells the story of Moses and asks Muhammad
to consult Banu Isra’il to confirm a particular detail of Pharoah’s story. The Qur’an says,
“And We had certainly given Moses nine evident signs, so ask the Children of Israel
[about] when he came to them and Pharaoh said to him: Indeed | think, O Moses, that
you are affected by magic.”®6 This type of Qur’anic call to engage the Children of Israel
reflects how the Qur’an, as a scripture, addresses the People of the Book by engaging
their own tradition and requesting them to reflect upon it.

While the previous verses request the knowledge of the People of the Book,
they do not specify whether knowledge of pre-Qur’anic scriptures are included in this
discussion. The verses require both the Prophet and the Muslim community to inquire
about ahl al-kitab’s version of the story. The Qur'an assumes that the People of the
Book are familiar with their inherited history, but it does not contend that such religious
knowledge is directly related to their scripture. As a result, while those verses
encourage inter-religious dialogue, knowledge of pre-Qur’anic scripture is not
required. In other words, one can assume that those discussions target laypeople, but
not necessarily someone who is member of the clergy.

Unlike the previous verses, there are a set of verses that require Muslims to
have a conversation with those who are acquainted with their own scripture.
Presumably, the Qur’an targets those who have religious authority; one expects that,

in a time when oral tradition is dominant, scriptural knowledge is only accessible to

65 Tafsir al-Tabari, XIll, 178- 184, see Al -Tabarl, Tafsir al-Tabari: Jami‘ al-Bayan ‘an Ta'wil ay al-
Qur’an ed. Mahammud Ahmad Shakir (Cairo: Ibn Taymiyya Library, 1954).
66 (Qur.17:101).
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priests and rabbis who hold an actual version of their scripture.®” In one example the
Qur’an states, “So ask the people of the message [i.e., former scriptures] if you do not
know.”®® In contrast to the previous approach, this verse clearly contends that
knowledge of pre-Qur’anic scripture is a prerequisite for inter-religious conversation.
Similarly, the Qur’an states, “So if you are in doubt, [O Muhammad], about that which
We have revealed to you, then ask those who have been reading the scriptures before
you.”® The Qur’an informed Muhammad that if he doubted the revelation he was
receiving, he could turn to those who continued to read previous scriptures for
corroboration. Interestingly, the Arabic text uses the verb “read” in its present
continuous form. The verse, therefore, does not require someone who only has some
familiarity with his inherited tradition, or has possibly even read scripture, but it
emphasises a state of continuity in reading scripture. Al-Tabari, in his tafsir, narrates
on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that the verse mainly refers to the Jews and the
Christians who read the Torah and the Gospel. Later, he argues that the verse
exclusively refers to those from the People of the Book who have come to Islam, as
they find the description of the Prophet mentioned in their own scriptures.”
Accordingly, the Qur’an is interested in initiating discussion with those who have
access to their own scriptures, as this was essential to these kinds of discussions.

In another example, the Qur’an is even more specific, as it requires the People
of the Book to consult the Torah by stating, “Say, [O Muhammad]: So bring the Torah

and recite it, if you should be truthful.””! According to Ibn Abbas, the verse came as a

67 Sidney H. Griffith suggests that rabbis might have portions of their scripture translated into Arabic,
see Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 42
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response to a group of Jewish rabbis who came to the Prophet and attempted to
challenge him by asking him several questions which require knowledge of their
scripture to answer. One of the questions was about a type of food that was forbidden
by Israel. According al-Tabart, this food was not forbidden by God, but it was their
patriarch Jacob who forbade it himself and the Jews followed him.”? The Qur’'an
provides an answer to this question: “All food was lawful to the Children of Israel except
what Israel [i.e. Jacob] had made unlawful to himself before the Torah was
revealed...””® When the Prophet answered the question correctly, the Jews denied his
answers. The verse, therefore, asks the Jews to bring the Torah as an arbitrator to
determine which group is correct. In a broader sense, the Torah functions as a reliable
source in cases of dispute between Muslims and Jews.

Sirat Ibn Ishaq, otherwise known as Al-Mubtada’ wa al-Mab ‘ath wa al-Maghazi,
is the earliest written work that collects oral traditions on the biography of the Prophet.”*
Unfortunately, the work does not survive in its entirety, but there are a few portions
from Ibn Ishaq,’s work that were edited by Ibn Hisham and are found in his redaction
of Sirat Ibn Ishagq titled Sirat Ibn Hisham.”® The works of other historians, like al-Tabart
and al-Tha’labi, also include many reports attributed to Ibn Ishaq, and many of these
reports overlap with those found in Sirat Ibn Hisham. However, there are some
sections mentioned by these later historians that are not found in Ibn Hisham’s version.
This suggests that Ibn Hisham was not simply an editor, but that he produced an

abridged version in which he omitted several sections. For example, Ibn Hisham omits

72 Tafsir al-Tabari, VII, 7-16.

73 (Qur. 3: 93).

74 Sirat Ibn Ishaq: Al-Mubtada’ wa al-Mab ‘ath wa al-Maghazi, ed. Muhammad Hamid (Fes, Morocco:
Muhammad al-Khamis Publishing House, 1976).
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the section on the biblical figures because of its unreliability.”® This also suggests that
later historians who included Ibn Ishaqg’s accounts might have had access to his now
lost edition. The significance of Ibn Ishaq’s work stems from the fact that it provides
fruitful information on the Jewish community that were living in Madina, and he also
narrates accounts of Muslims’ engagement with the Jewish communities. The
discussion between the Muslims and the Jewish community reflects a deep level of
engagement in theological, legislative, and historical debates. It also provides context
for several Qur’'anic accounts that were revealed in response to those discussions. It
is interesting to view how both the Qur’an and the earlier scriptures took part in these
discussions.

In one account that is mentioned by al-TabarT from Ibn Ishaq, it is said that Aba
Hurayra narrated that the Jewish rabbis had gathered in their school to discuss the
legal rule of a married man who had committed adultery with a married woman. The
rabbis decided to consult the Prophet and said: “Send them to Muhammad and ask
him to implement the law on them and the punishment.” The rabbis were interested in
testing Muhammad’s knowledge of the Torah. They continued, “if Muhammad
prescribed stoning, he is a prophet...””” The Prophet went out to them and command
that the two sinners be stoned. According to Ibn Ishaq, the Prophet walked to meet the
rabbis in their school and asked them to bring the most learned men among them. The
Prophet then demonstrated that he had extensive knowledge of the Torah, and the

rabbis admitted that he is the most learned man on the Torah.’®

76 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 15.
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Another account that is recorded by al-TabarT from Ibn Ishaq suggests a
different level of conversation between Muhammad and the Jews of Madina. Ibn Ishaq
reports that a group of Jews came to Muhammad and asked: “Surely God has created
the whole universe, but who created Him?” Gabriel then came with revelation to
respond to their question: “Say, He is Allah, [who is] One. Allah, the Eternal Refuge.
He neither begets nor is born, Nor is there to Him any equivalent.””® The Jews went
further and said: “Describe His shape to us.”® Gabriel came to the Prophet again and
revealed to him, “They have not appraised Allah with true appraisal, while the earth
entirely will be [within] His grip on the Day of Resurrection, and the heavens will be
folded in His right hand. Exalted is He and high above what they associate with Him.”#

Reading Ibn Ishaq’s accounts on the Jewish community gives the impression
that they were educated and well acquainted with their own scripture. This comes in
contrast with the Arab pagans who were illiterate and had no knowledge about
previous scriptures nor of revelation. With the coming of the prophet of Islam and the
connection he claimed to the previous Abrahamic religions, the Arab pagans became
more curious and sought advice on many topics concerning revelation and previous
scriptures from those who possessed such knowledge. But perhaps the most urgent
topic that invigorated this communication was the prediction of the coming prophet in
earlier scriptures. When the Prophet called people to Islam, the pagans went to the
Jewish community to ask them about the description of the awaited prophet. Ibn Ishaq
includes many narratives that discuss the description of the Prophet and the signs that

were to distinguish him. The Pagan Arabs were interested to know if there were any

®(Qur. 112:1- 4).
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81 (Qur. 39:67).

33



biblical testimonies about Muhammad. In most cases, they would go to the rabbis to
ask them to judge Muhammad’s claim that he was the awaited prophet. In one account,
the People of Quraysh say to the rabbis, “we know that you are the People of the
Torah, and we came to you to ask about our friend, the Prophet.”? The rabbis respond
to them, “we recommend you test him on three things, the answers of which are only
known to prophets, so if he gives you the right answers, then he is a true prophet. But
if he is not able to provide the right answers, then he is lying to you.”® The narrative
continues to state that the Prophet waited several days until he received a revelation
that included the answer to those questions.®* Presumably, this type of challenging
discussion did not occur in a closed-door gathering. Rather, one can assume that
various communities were waiting for the Prophet’s response. It is worth mentioning
that the fact that the revelation addresses the questions of rabbis seriously and
responds to them validates those questions and accredits the Jewish rabbis who knew
the right questions to ask. Those questions were perhaps only accessible to prophets.

Another account mentioned by Ibn Ishaq indicates that the revelation was not
only received and read amongst the community of believers, but also that the rabbis
of Madina were part of the Qur’anic dialogue. On one occasion, the rabbis questioned
the reason for the revelation of one verse, as they wondered if the Qur'an addressed
them. In the verse, God says: “And you [i.e., mankind] have not been given of
knowledge except a little.”®> The rabbis asked the Prophet if the verse declaims his
own people, that is, the pagans, or if it refers to the rabbis. They continued: “Won'’t you

acknowledge that we have been given the Torah, which contains knowledge of
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everything?” The Prophet answers, “the Torah is a small section of God’s
knowledge.”® This type of communication suggests that both communities, the
Muslims and the Jews, enjoyed the opportunity to exchange religious ideas and to
discuss them, but it is necessary to highlight that each group had their own unique
motivation for this. While the rabbis aimed to challenge Muhammad and prove his false
claim of prophecy, Muslims were curious, on one hand, to understand how the Qur’an
functions as an extension to previous scripture and, on the other hand, to view its
independence from earlier scripture.

Yet, for the sake of understanding early Muslims’ acquaintance with biblical
material, several questions need to be addressed here. Perhaps the most relevant to
this inquiry is the question of accessibility. That is, if Muslims were able to utilise biblical
lore, then what types of translations were available to them? Did they have access to
languages other than Arabic? Were they able to understand Hebrew at all? Scholars,
while discussing early Muslims’ urge to engage with biblical lore, tend to question
whether they had access to the Hebrew Bible in its original language, and several
scholars suggest that Muslims of the first generation had no knowledge of the Hebrew
Bible.8’Rather, they would consult the People of the Book if they had questions about
their scripture.8

Sidney H. Griffith investigates whether the Jewish community living in Arabia
possessed an Arabic translation of the Bible, and, if so, whether it was in the form of a
book. He suggests that, to some extent, there is a possibility that the Christian and

Jewish communities had some portions of their scriptures written in Arabic for the sake
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of liturgy. These texts would normally be kept in the hands of rabbis and priests, and
in the ownership of churches and synagogues.® According to Griffith, since it was
argued that the Qur’an is perhaps the first book® to be written in Arabic,®' the
possibility of having an actual written version of the Bible is out of the question. What
appears to be interesting is that, although Giriffith denies the possibility of the existence
of a translated Bible, he argues for what he described as “the interpreted Bible”. This
means that there were definitely large amounts of Jewish and Christian lore which were
translated orally. Griffith contends that the Qur’an itself is the best evidence for the
existence of the oral Arabic scripture.®> When the process of collecting an Arabic
Qur’an had started, the monotheistic community felt challenged to produce their written
version of the Bible.%

Similarly, Nicolai Sinai argues that there is a possibility of there having been an
existing translation for the Bible; while the Christian and the Jewish services would be
conducted in Aramaic, there might have been an oral translation into Arabic.%
According to al-Dhahabr, there is a tradition that is recorded by al-Bukhart from Abu
Hurayra which states that the Jews of Madina read the Torah in its original Hebrew,
and yet appeared to explain its meaning in Arabic.®®> Adang argues that, while the
spoken language of the Christians and Jews who dwelled in the Arabian Peninsula

was Arabic, their scriptures were read and transmitted in Hebrew. She continues to

8 Sidney H. Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 41.

% On the contrary, Abbott argues that Arabs possessed sacred prose literature written in Arabic on the
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(Chicago: The University of Chicago press, 1964), 6-7.
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argue that, although the Arabic translation of parts of the Hebrew Bible had been used
by Christians in pre-Islamic Arabia, the availability of Arabic biblical texts remains
unresolved.®® Conversely, Nabia Abbott does not seem interested in discussing the
question of the Arabic Bible. She says that “whether there was or was not a pre-Islamic
translation of a large portion of the Bible, there is considerable evidence of the
penetration of biblical ideas into the ranks of the pre-Islamic poets, pagan or
otherwise.”¥’

Yet, there were exceptions, as some Muslims were able to read untranslated
Hebrew scripture. According to one hadith, the Prophet on a certain occasion orders
his Companions, such as Zayd ibn Thabit, to learn kitab al-Yahud. Furthermore,
‘Abdullah Ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As read both the Qur’an and the Torah, with the Prophet’s
permission. Adang discusses the meaning of kitab al-Yahdd. She references Abbott,
who argues that it means the Hebrew script. She argues that it is possible that Zayd
learned it so quickly because some of the Jews wrote Arabic with Hebrew characters.
She continues, that members of both monotheistic faiths seem to have been eager to
share some knowledge of their scriptures. However, in the course of their oral
transmissions, the biblical accounts became mixed with foreign elements.® It is worth
mentioning that Jewish converts also played a significant role in translating the Jewish
books into Arabic. In one account, Ibn Ishaq narrates from a man named Abu al-'Aliya
in which he says, “when the Muslims conquered Shushtar in Iran, they came to bayt

al-mal* and found a dead man'% lying down on a bed with a book near his head, then

% Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 1-2.
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98 Camilla Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 6-7.

9 Bayt al-mal is responsible for the taxation and royal treasury in the Islamic Caliphate.
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‘Umar called Ka‘b to translate this book into Arabic.” Aba al-‘Aliya says that he was
the first one to read this book after it was translated, and that when the people around
him asked what he found in the book, he answered: the story of the Children of Israel
and their history. 101

From the above discussion, it seems that there is no sufficient evidence that
suggests Muslims were able to read the Bible in its original language, with few
exceptions to a small number of Companions who might have done this for various
reasons. However, there is a valid assumption that Muslims tended to consult Jewish
scripture with the assistance of the Jewish community, who appear willing to help.

Clearly, the Qur’an expects its audience to be familiar with biblical lore. The
incentive to learn more about biblical tales and the stories of creation mentioned so
briefly in the Qur'an compelled some Muslims to collect any knowledge they could on
those subjects. The early Muslims who received these verses showed interest in
consulting non-Qur’anic scriptures, and Muslims were also interested to ask about the
biblical prophets and know how they are depicted in earlier scripture. In one account,
Ibn Ishaq reports that Wahb ibn Munabbih was once sitting in the mosque and telling
Muslims about the prophet Jonah and his virtue.'? This highlights the curiosity of the
Muslim community to know the context and details of the biblical stories mentioned in
the Qur'an.

However, there are some scholars who attempt to explain Muslim interest in
biblical lore as a matter of political motivation. Adang questioned Muhammad’s
motivation to ask his secretary Zayd b. Thabit to learn kitab al-Yahud, or the book of

the Jews. Adang, while suggesting that the wording of the motive given by the Prophet
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is not completely clear, tends to assume that a belief in Jewish unreliability and mistrust
are part of the reasons. She claims that Muhammad discouraged believers from
consulting ahl al- kitab on their scripture. However, Adang failed to explain the
Companions’ curiosity in consulting non-Qur’anic scripture. She, therefore, tries to
distinguish Muhammad’s attitude from early Muslim conduct. She suggests that this
contradiction, however, says more about the attitude of the transmitters and collectors
of traditions than about Mohammad’s attitude which, according to Adang, was more
aggressive towards the Jews of Madina.'%3

Ibn Khaldin (d. 1406), in his Mugaddima, attempts to explain the early Muslims’
motivation to engage with biblical lore. He is confident in claiming that the majority of
early Muslims were illiterate, and he provides the social context of the early Muslims
who were living in the peninsula. He says that “early Muslims were Bedouins, and they
had no access to knowledge, nor were they familiar with the early scriptures, as many
of them were illiterate. Whenever they had questions on cosmology or biblical figures,
they would go to the People of the Book and ask them.”'% Yet, Ibn Khaldln suggests
that the religious knowledge Muslims received from the People of the Book was
inaccurate. For Ibn Khalddn, the problem stems from the fact the People of the Book
were also Bedouins and their access to the Hebrew Bible was limited. Most of the
People of the Book acquired their religious education from their inherited culture, but

they hardly had access to their scripture. Ibn Khaldin'® then suggests that the

103 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 4.
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discussions between Jews and Muslims reflect fragments of this inherited culture,
rather than of the Bible itself.1%
The Example of Early Muslim Engagement with the People of the Book and Pre-
Qur’anic Scriptures

The tendency to incorporate biblical narratives within Islamic literature
flourished among several groups who contributed extensively to the genre, and their
names were linked to isra’liyyat. The first is the storytellers, who were known for their
interest in preaching biblical stories to the public. In addition, there was a group of
Jewish converts who were acquainted with their own traditions and wished to share
them with the Muslims. Furthermore, the manifestation of what was later known as

“‘proofs of prophecy”—a body of literature that centred around searching for the

description of the Prophet in previous scriptures—urged many Muslim authors to
search for biblical testimonies of Muhammad.'%” We will come to discuss the “tales of
the prophets” genre in the final chapter. The “proofs of prophecy” genre, however, is
outside the scope of this inquiry.

The phenomenon of storytelling, as is elaborated further in the fifth chapter,
dates back to the pre-Islamic period, when oral traditions were dominant, and people
were entertained by stories and legends about previous nations. With the advent of
Islam, the qussas continued to tell stories, but they focused on religious teachings. The
first Muslim storyteller was Tamim al Dart (d. 660) who was a Christian convert to Islam
and was familiar with both Christian and Jewish traditions. He began this activity during

the reign of ‘Umar.'%® The role of the storyteller was not only to tell stories, but also to
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warn against bad actions, teach the Qur’an and tell stories about the biblical Prophets.
Yet, storytellers were later accused of spreading unverified stories without necessarily
having critically examined their content. Their desire for utilizing fantastical and
unverified reports, regardless of their sources, led many medieval scholars to condemn
their methods. Ibn al-Jawzi for instance, condemned their habit of using unverified
reports to satisfy the taste of the public.'®® Yet, as Tottoli suggests, the criticism of the
storytellers had no negative effect on their popularity nor did it reduce the spread of
biblical narratives that contain details not found in the Qur’an.'"°

Another group that seemed interested in biblical lore was the converts, who
appeared to be the true experts of biblical stories. Their contribution in providing a
better understating of biblical figures is undeniable. Perhaps the most famous among
them are: ‘Abdullah b. Salam, Ka‘b al -Ahbar, and Wahb. Unlike Ka‘b and Wahb, who
did not witness the Prophet, Abdullah ibn Salam was a Companion who lived during
the Prophet’s time and met with him. He was a prominent and learned rabbi in the
Jewish community, and he accepted Islam when the Prophet came to Madina. He was
known for his extensive knowledge of both the Qur’an and the Torah.'! Ka‘b and
Wahb, on the other hand, were from the tabi ‘Gn—those from the generation after the
Prophet had already passed. Nonetheless, they met with the Prophet’s Companions
and learnt from them. Tottoli suggests that the great number of traditions attributed to
Ka‘b demonstrate the high regard in which the words of converts were held.''?> Wahb

was a Yamani of Persian descent who mastered both Hebrew and Syriac. Adang
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claims that Wahb, unlike the rest of the Jewish converts, not only collected the legends
that were circulated by earlier storytellers but “he contributed much that he himself had
heard from his informants among the People of the Book.”!'3

In addition to the storytellers and converts, there is a third group of Companions
who were known for their tendency to consult the People of the Book. Al-Dhahabr listed
Abl Hurayra and Ibn ‘Abbas at the top of those who achieved a high level of familiarity
with the Torah. He also notes that Abl Hurayra and ‘Abdullah b. Salam used to have
discussions that prove Abl Hurayra’'s acquaintance with the Torah. Al-Dhahabrt
suggests that Abd Hurayra’s familiarity with non-Islamic scriptures tends to put him in
a position wherein he is accused of transmitting false narratives on behalf of the
Prophet.’* Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 687), on the other hand, was the first one who showed great
interest in non-Islamic materials. He is regarded as the father of tafsir, and he wrote
the first commentary on the Qur’an. While his commentary has not survived, some
parts were preserved in works by al-TabarT, Ibn Hisham and others. In his tafsir, Ibn
‘Abbas extensively quoted from the People of the Book, and among his informants
were Jews and Christians.'®

It is worth mentioning that many of the early Muslims who demonstrated a
familiarity with biblical lore were criticised by modern Muslim scholars. Yet, this
criticism appears to target tabi ‘an rather than the Companions. Muslim scholars, while
appreciating the Companions’ knowledge and judgement in distributing biblical lore,
appear critical in accepting biblical narratives transmitted by tabi‘dn. Furthermore, it

has been claimed that the transmission of biblical narratives started in the time of the

113 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 11.
114 Al-Dhahabi, Isra’liyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 58-60.
115Al-Dhahabr, IsraTliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith,60-64.
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tabi‘an, and that the Companions were not really interested in distributing those
narratives.'® This claim has caused figures like Ka‘b al -Ahbar and Wahb to receive
plenty of criticism from modern Muslims.""” It is not surprising that many modern
authors refer to Ka'b al- Ahbar''® as the personification of the Jewish conspiracy, as
though Ka'b attempted to corrupt Islam since its inception.'® Yet, it is important to
understand how the contemporary scholars who attack tabi‘tn for transmitting biblical
accounts were able to justify the Companions’ position, though they had a similar
familiarity with biblical lore.

For instance, al-Dhahabi summarizes his opinion on why he accepts lbn
‘Abbas’ affiliation with biblical narratives. First, he argues that Ibn ‘Abbas never tried
to consult the People of the Book in any theological or legal aspects. For al-Dhahabir,
Ibn ‘Abbas was merely interested in learning about previous nations and biblical
figures. This, perhaps, is not exclusive to Ibn ‘Abbas, as there is no record of early
Muslims discussing legal aspects with the People of the Book. Rippin states that the
Bible is never used as a reference to any legal or theological judgements.’?® Al-
Dhahabrt goes on to state that Ibn ‘Abbas treated biblical accounts as supplementary,
rather than independent, evidences. Second, al-Dhahabr, suggests that Ibn ‘Abbas,

while consulting the People of the Book, tends to distinguish between reports that

116This opinion was put forth by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir, but it was also adopted by several
modern Muslim scholars, such as Al-Dhahabr.

17Ahmad Amin and Mahmmoud Abu Rayyah are among contemporary scholars who criticized Ka'b
and Wahb for not being reliable transmitters and brining biblical accounts into hadith.

118Ab0 Rayyah in his book Adwa " ala al- Sunna al- Muhammadya attacks Ka’'b for distributing lies and
weak accounts. He goes further to claim that Ka'b used his connection with Abd Hurayra, to bring
biblical accounts to Islam and attribute them to the Prophet. For more information, see Abu Rayyah,
Adwa“ ala al- Sunna al- Muhammadya (Cairo: Dar al-Maarif, 1957).

119 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’iliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 74.

120 Andrew Rippin, Interpreting the Bible, 252.
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agree with the Qur’an and reports that contradict the Qur’an.'?! It is interesting that al-
Dhahabt ’s view appears identical to that of Ibn Tayymiya.'??

Ibn Taymiyya claims that the opinions of tabi‘tin are not as authoritative as the
Companions simply because the Companions were privileged to witness the time of
the Prophet and to learn from him. Accordingly, the Companions’ judgements were
more acceptable because they must have consulted the Prophet. For Ibn Taymiyya,
the Companions were more knowledgeable since they had direct access to the
Prophet; it must be assumed that their engagement with biblical lore came after the
Prophet’s approval. This is in contrast with the tabi‘dn, whose knowledge was more
limited, and they could have confused a report of the Prophet with one of the People
of the Book. We will come to discuss Ibn Taymiyya’s opinion further in the third chapter.

Another inquiry that is significant for this study is the question of permissibility.
The fact that the Prophet discouraged the believers at some point from consulting ahl/
al-kitab led many Western scholars, Adang for example, to distinguish Muhammad’s
attitude from early Muslim conduct.'?® Nonetheless, Adang is not an exception in this,
there are several modern Muslim scholars who tend to use the same evidence to argue
against Muslim engagement with biblical lore.'>* The current debate, however, does
not come to an end in light of the contradictory prophetic traditions that permit Muslims
to engage with biblical lore on one hand and forbid them on the other hand. My task

here is to discuss each group of evidence and try to make sense of their contradiction.

121 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’liyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 62.

122 |bn Taymiyya, Muqgaddima fi usdl al-tafsir. ed. ‘Adnan Zarzir (Kuwait: Dar al-Qur’'an al-Karim,
1971).

123 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism,2-8.

124 For instance, Rashid Rida and Muhammad ‘Abdu were among those who argued that the Prophet
forbade Muslims from consulting biblical accounts.
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The Permission Given to Muslims to Consult Biblical Lore

It is interesting to note that the variety of traditions that discuss the legitimacy of
consulting biblical lore in the early period of Islam suggests that Muslims were
interested from early on to consult the People of the Book and incorporate many of the
narratives they heard into their own tradition. They were also keen to remain faithful to
their own religion. The question of whether or not transmitting biblical narratives is
allowed arose from this conflict. Yet, perhaps the most obvious pieces of evidence that
permit engagement with biblical narratives are the Qur’anic verses that were discussed
earlier. Those verses not only confirm the permissibility of engaging with biblical lore,
but they also encourage Muslims to familiarize themselves with the biblical narratives
mentioned in the earlier scriptures.

Furthermore, there are other groups of prophetic traditions that support those
who advocate the permissibility of using biblical accounts. In one account, it says that
the Prophet had approved some of his Companions who showed some interest in
reading the Torah, and he encouraged them to continue reading it. The most famous
example of this is the story by ‘Abdullah ibn Salam, the Jewish convert, who informed
the Prophet that he read both the Qur’an and the Torah. The Prophet then encouraged
him to split his time between the Qur’an and the Torah.'?® Similarity, it was narrated
that ‘Abdullah Ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As found several books that belonged to the People of
the Book. Al-Hafiz al-Dhahabt (d.1348) states that those hadiths permit Muslims to
read the Torah and study its meaning.'?® The narrative indicates that Ibn al-‘As was

enamoured with them as he found many interesting stories.'?” These narratives show

125 Ramzi Ni‘'na‘ah, Al- Isra’lliyyat wa Athruha fi Kutub al-Tafsir (Damascus: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1970), 90.
126 RamzT, Al-Isra’Tliyyat, 90.
127 Ramzi, Al-Isra’liyyat, 90. See also Al-Dhahabi, IsraTliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 45.
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that it was acceptable for several Companions to engage with the Torah and reflect on
it.

Another narrative that is recorded by al-Hafiz al-Dhahabt states that Ka'b
praised AbU Hurayra and described him as the most knowledgeable person on the
Torah.’® Obviously Ka'b himself is known for his great knowledge of scripture.
Accordingly, such a statement from a scholar like Ka‘b suggests that Abd Hurayra was
advanced in his knowledge of the Torah. One can assume that this came as a result
of several meetings between Ka'b and Abd Hurayra and various discussions between
them on the biblical accounts. The story reflects further the permissibility of early
Muslims’ indulging in learning the Jewish scripture. A third report from ‘Abdullah Ibn
‘Amr ibn al-‘As states that, on the authority of the Prophet, there is no objection to
transmitting from the Children of Israel.'?® Muslim scholars appear to understand this
tradition in various ways. Early Muslims understood this tradition as permission to
consult the People of the Book. Accordingly, they continued to narrate stories from the
Children of Israel.”® In contrast, scholars like lbn Taymiyya and lbn Kathir'3!
understood that Muslims are permitted to narrate from the People of the Book only that

which agrees with the Qur’an and the sound hadfth.

Reports Restricting Muslims from Consulting Biblical Lore
Although there is clear evidence that allows Muslims to consult the People of the Book,
there are reports that suggest the contrary. These traditions caution Muslims from

accepting narratives that come from the People of the Book. According to a hadith

128 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’liyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 60.

129 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’iliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith,45.

130 AIBayrak, “Re-evaluating the notion of Isr'iliyyat,” 69-88.

131 We will discuss this hadith further when we come to discuss Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir's position
on consulting the People of the Book in chapter three and chapter four.
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narrated by Abl Hurayra from the Prophet, he advices: Do not confirm the People of
the Book, and do not accuse them of falsehood, but say that we believe in God and
what God has revealed to us.'32 Although this report has been cited on many occasions
by those who discourage quoting from non-Islamic scriptures, it says little on the
restriction of consulting ahl al-kitab. The literal meaning of the tradition suggests that
Muslims should take no side on the narratives coming from the People of the Book;
they should neither accept nor refuse them. The hadith, however, did not state directly
that Muslims are not allowed to consult the People of the Book. Perhaps it suggests
the contrary, that Muslims were fully engaged with the People of the Book, and they
accepted whatever came down to them, so this hadith warns Muslims not to confirm
everything they received from them. A second tradition narrated by Ibn Mas'Gd states
that he himself forbade consulting the People of the Book. He said, “do not consult the
People of the Book because they would not guide you, given that they have misled
themselves.”133

In order to make sense of these contradictory reports, one has to consider the
context in which they appear. Al-Dhahabrt argues that most of the prophetic statements
that prohibited this kind of engagement appeared in the early period of Islam when the
foundations of the new religion had to be laid. With the dominance of oral tradition and
the fear that Muslims might have confused what they heard from ahl kitab with that
which they heard from the Prophet, many hadith warn Muslims against accepting
whatever reaches them from the People of the Book. Al-Dhahabt then argues that once
the foundations of Islam were established, there was a more relaxed approach toward

the biblical accounts. Accordingly, al-Dhahabi sees no contradiction between the

132 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’iliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 41.
133 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’iliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 43.
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evidences since each one comes out of a distinct context. Western scholars, however,
interpret this differently. For example, Gordon Newby views hadiths that discouraged
the consultation of Jewish authorities as evidence of the return of the Muslim
community to its core values after a period of pursuing external validation.'3* Jonathan
Berkey criticized Newby’s view as essentialist, preferring to see these hadiths as
evidences of a long-term process of Muslims gradually asserting a distinctive
identity. 3%

Yet, it is worth mentioning that the most common approach that continues to stand
against consulting the People of the Book is the Muslim accusation of scriptural
falsification. It argues that pre-Qur’anic scriptures were distorted by their adherents.
Thus, if the pre-Qur’anic scriptures are corrupted and Muslims have the correct version
of the truth, then consulting the pre-Qur’anic scriptures might seem to offer no benefits.
Yet, there are two dominant directions in which Muslim scholars understood the
concept of tahrif (distortion) in relation to the pre-Qur’anic scriptures; the first is what
they consider tahrif al-nass, which means that the actual text in the pre-Qur’anic
scriptures has undergone changes. The second is what they called tahrif al-ma ‘na.
The latter affirms that the actual text is sound, but that the interpretation derived from
the text has been twisted and corrupted.’® We shall discuss the concept of tahrif in
detail in the second chapter of this study as it is considered one of the main points

which exposed the isra’iliyyat to criticism.

134 For more information, see Gordon Newby, “Tafsir Isra'iliyat: The Development of Qur'an
Commentary in Early Islam in its Relationship to Judaeo-Christian Traditions of Scriptural
Commentary,” in Journal of the American Academy of Religion 47, Thematic issue S (1980), 685-97.
135 Jonathan P. Berkey, The Formation of Islam, Religion and society in the Near east, 600-1800 (UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 116.

136 Nickel, Narratives of tampering, 102
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The Treatment of Biblical Accounts in the Written Tradition, the Example of
al-Tabari'¥’
To conclude this research on early Muslim interest in biblical lore during the formative
period of Islam, it is important to consider al-TabarT’s'38 contribution, as he marked the
end of this period of Islam and, more significantly, he recorded many of the oral
traditions and earlier material that have not been preserved elsewhere. Al-Tabarr’s
legacy is in two fundamental works, the first is The History of Messengers and Kings,
commonly referred to simply as Tarikh al-Tabari, and the second is his extensive
commentary on the Qur’an.'® The latter, as Maculiffe puts it, “ushers in the classical
period of Islamic exegetical activity. It contained the compilation and methodical
arrangement of the first two and half centuries of Muslim exegesis.”'*° His commentary
is classified under what was known to be “al-tafsir bi-l-ma’thdr’, that is, interpretation
by the received tradition; it includes an enormous number of exegetical hadith. Al-
TabarT's second voluminous work is the most extensive historical work from that

period.'*" Adang, while describing al-TabarT’s history, draws a number of distinctions

137 Al-TabarT was born in Tabaristan in 838/839 and received his early education in his hometown. He
then went to Rayy where he studied the history of Ibn Ishaq and the life of Muhammad at the hand of
his teacher Ibn Humayd, and this topic impacted al-TabarT’s historical writing. He then went to
Baghdad, the centre of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate at that time, and spent most of his life there. Although
al-TabarT’s school of thought, al-Jaririyah, did not survive, al-TabarT continues to be known through his
encyclopaedic works on history and tafsir. He died in 923 in Baghdad, but the place of his burial is
unknown. See Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur’anic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern
Exegesis (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 38-40. See further, Adang, Muslim Writers
on Judaism, 39-42.

138 |t is significant that Mugatil's exegesis is considered one of the earliest tafsirs and he included
many biblical accounts in it. Yet, we have not considered his work for this study because he is
considered an unreliable source among Muslim scholars, to the extent that al-TabarT himself refrained
from using him as a reference. Furthermore, while al-TabarT was quoted extensively by later exegesis
like Ibn Kathir, Muqatil's exegesis was not circulated among late scholars.

139 |bn Jarir. al-Tabarl, Tafsir al-Tabari: Jami' al-Bayan ‘an Ta'wil '@y al-Qur’an, ed. Mahmad and
Ahmad Shakir (Cairo: Ibn Taymiyya Library, 1954).

140 McAuliffe, Qur’anic Christians, 42.

141 The History of al-TabarT was translated into English for the first time in 1971. The translation came
in thirty- eight volume by Franz Rosenthal with an informative introduction to al-TabarT’s life and work.
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between al-Tabarr’s version and those of his predecessors, like al-Ya'qub1. Unlike al-
Ya'qubt who appears to make his version more readable by omitting the isnad of his
narratives, al-Tabarl, as a student of tradition, did not want to present history in an
abridged form. Rather, his narratives tend to be comprehensive, and he was not
reluctant to include any reliably transmitted versions which had reached him.'#? He
was also interested in authenticating his narratives by narrating them through different
chains of transmitters. 43

Fundamentally, the inclusion of biblical narratives, in both his tafsir and history,
makes him a good case study for this part of the research. Yet, his treatment of those
narratives requires more attention. Although there are large numbers of biblical
accounts which tend to be scattered throughout his work, it is worth examining how
those elements have functioned in both works. In particular, | will examine how those
narratives are used differently in his book on history compared to tafsir. Al-Tabarr’s
history'#4 is divided into three parts. The presence of biblical narratives is more obvious
in the first part than anywhere else. The first part covers various topics which are
considered as part of a universal history; the duration of the world, the creation, reports
of previous nations and kings, and, finally, biblical figures. Al-TabarT, in writing the first
part, followed the chronological order of Genesis. It starts with the creation, the story
of Adam and down to Jesus. The second part, however, covers the life of Muhammad.

Lastly, the third part covers the stories of his mission.™® The three parts aim to

142 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 43.

143 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 44.

144 For this chapter, | am using the edition of Dar al-Ma‘arif. See, Tarikh al-Tabari: Tarikh al-Rusul wa
al-Muldk ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1998).

145 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an,132.
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reconstruct a sacred Muslim history that emphasises Muhammad's kinship with the
biblical prophets.

Unlike the book of history, al-Tabar followed a more rigid approach in his book
on tafsir. First, he does not order his book thematically, but follows the norm of the
tafsir genre, in which he follows the order of the Qur’anic chapters by providing various
interpretations, with their chain of transmitters, for every single verse. Second, he had
to exclude unreliable commentators, such as Muqatil and al-Waqidi who were
considered suspect. Al-Tabar’s sources tend to come from orthodox Sunnite
authorities, meaning he disregards both Suff and shrite traditions.'#® Perhaps before
discussing al-TabarT's treatment of biblical lore, we should take a moment to discuss
al-Tabar?’s introduction to his history and fafsir. In his work on history the author
introduces the methodology he applies throughout the work, yet, more interestingly, al-
Tabarl, made an explicit announcement in which he opted to reveal his methodology

to his reader:

The reader should be aware that, in relation to the reports that | have collected, | set a condition
in which | transmitted whatever came down to me from whichever reports and traditions that |
attribute to their transmitters, without necessarily questioning their reason, nor do | attempt to
make sense of their arguments, except in a few cases. For knowledge of previous nations and
the events of their times is not available to those who have not witnessed them. It is only
available for those who were eyewitness to their time. 147

Al-Tabart initially, attempts to emphasize his role while writing history. He wants the
reader to bear in mind that the author’s only concern is to make his work encyclopaedic
in all aspects. Al-TabarT, therefore, attempts to collect all the reports that had come
down to him on every aspect without necessarily questioning their reason. According

to al-Tabart, observation cannot be achieved by historians. He argues that it would be

146 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 43.
147 Tarikh al-Tabarf, |, 7-8,
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difficult for those who were not able to observe the past to pass judgement. It is the
role of informants and transmitters to provide historians with the news of the past.
Clearly, al-Tabar1, after establishing his role as a historian and highlighting the

methodology required for that role, goes further to conclude:

Some of the information in this book may be controversial to the reader. Similarly, the reader
may find such information repulsive because it is not sound and has no real meaning in and of
itself. The reader should be aware that we play no role in this situation, because it is the fault of
the transmitters, not us. We simply passed it on as it was handed to us. 148

Obviously, al-Tabart in his introduction tries to distance himself from the various
historical narratives he included. He confirmed that he cannot guarantee the
soundness of all the news he received. Presumably, al-TabarT expects to receive some
criticism from his reader and then he asked his reader to distinguish between his role
as someone who merely synthesises and records the events of the past and the role
of the informant. It is significant for al-TabarT’'s audience to understand that as a
“historian”, he bears no responsibility under any circumstances for the content he
assembled.

Unlike his book on history, it appears that al-TabarT applies a stricter approach
in his tafsir. Clearly, since tafsir is centred around Qur’anic themes, al-Tabari gives
more attention to the reliability of his sources, The content is given high priority and his
intention to make it comprehensive is clear. He states in his introduction to the book of

tafsir:

We aim to explain its interpretation and clarify its meaning in order to make our book
encyclopaedic in the way it contains everything people need to know and to be sufficient in its
subject. We intend to inform our reader whatever reached us from matters that have Muslims’
consensus and the opinions that gain agreement among themselves. We shall also clarify the
opinions that Muslims disagree with among themselves and clarify the rationale of every school
of thought. Finally, we aim to refer briefly to our preferred opinion and what appear sound to
us_149

148 Tarikh al-Tabarf, 1, 8.
149 Tafsir al-TabarT, |, 6-7.
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Seemingly, Qur’anic themes are central to al-TabarT’s research, yet his intention to
make his tafsir comprehensive would lead him to incorporate everything which people
need to know about the Qur’an. Nevertheless, unlike his work on history, the author
intends not to leave his audience at this level. He, therefore, is interested in
incorporating other elements here, “consensus” or “agreement”, which, in turn, would
lead him to favour some opinions over others based on opinions of the majority of
Muslim scholars. Obviously, al-TabarT is confident in utilizing his own reason. He would
not mind stating what was correct according to him. It is worth mentioning that al-Tabart
also considered the reliability of his sources to be an important factor in his tafsir. In
his history, one finds sources such as al-Waqidi and Muqgatil, yet those suspect
sources are not found in his tafsir. %0

The issue we need to tackle here is how al-TabarT’s methodology influenced the
way he utilised biblical lore in his work on history as opposed to tafsir. If we adopt
Calder’s classification, in which he considers al-Tabarr’s narratives to come under four
structures: popular narrative, Qur’anic narrative, theological dogma and prophetic
hadith%7, then it is safe to assume that most of the narratives required for our research
come under popular narratives. Notwithstanding, the question of whether some of the
isra’iliyyat reports in al-Tabart’s work would be classified under hadith tradition remains
contested. As it was explained earlier, there were undeniably a number of Jewish
converts who tended to sometimes narrate on the authority of the Prophet, and at other
times they drew on their old tradition. It is important to ask if this distinction was obvious

in al-TabarT’s history and tafsir.

150 Franz Rosenthal, The History of al-TabarT (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 110.
151 Norman Calder “Tafsir from TabarT to Ibn Kathir: Problems in the description of a genre. lllustrated
with reference to the story of Abraham” in Approaches to the Qur’an, eds. GR.Hawting, Addul-Kader
A.Shareef, (London: Routledge,1993), 108.
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Al-Tabrar appears to follow a systematic order which he applies in most of his
work on history. The fact that his history is a combination of both worldly and religious
elements would make his references vary according to the sources available to him.
Biblical accounts in al-Tabarr’s history tend to be the third category that appear in his
quotations. In most cases, he starts his discussion with relevant Qur’anic verses, and
then broadens the discussion to include all the prophetic traditions relevant to his
inquiry, and, finally, he includes the popular narratives. The latter encompasses many
biblical narratives which are reported by various figures. Al-TabarT appears to be
confident with the group naming. There are three different groups that are affiliated
with biblical narratives. The first are his explicit references to the People of the Book
or the People of the Torah. He, however, does not give any indication as to whether
he consulted the Torah himself or if he merely transmitted accounts narrated on the
authority of the People of the Torah.'®? The second are the Jewish converts who are
considered great sources of the Jewish traditions; examples of ‘Abd Allah b Salam,
Ka‘'b and Wahib appear frequently in his references. The third is the group of
Companions and transmitters who are known to be familiar with the Torah. Al-Tabart
refers to Ibn ‘Abbas, Abld Hurayra, and lbn Ishaq. Yet, the narratives attributed to
converts and transmitters seem to be tricky, to some extent. Although al-TabarT in most
cases is keen to cite reports preceded by the full chain of transmitters, sometimes the
chain ends with the transmitter’'s name and not the Prophet. The transmitter can either
narrate on the authority of the Prophet or on the authority of the People of the Book

and, unless the transmitter makes it explicit, it is difficult to distinguish between the two

152 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 120.
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cases. One can assume that this would not have been a problem among early Muslims
who were able to memorize the full isnad.

This problem, however, appears to be one of the important reasons that opened
the isrd7liyyat material to criticism. Al-Dhahabt claims that such narratives caused
confusion to lay Muslims simply because Muslims were not able to distinguish between
the prophetic traditions and the narratives coming from the People of the Book.
Furthermore, al-Tabarr’s attitude in including biblical lore with Qur’anic verses and
hadiths as one group was criticized by modern Muslim scholars. It was claimed that
lay Muslims would confuse narratives coming from the People of the Book with hadith.
Consequently, the new editions of al-Tabarr’s history have exhaustive footnotes in
which editors highlight biblical accounts and categorize them as isra7liyyat. A good
example is the recent edition of al-TabarT’s history called Sahih Tarikh al-Tabari which
can be translated in English as “the reliable history of al-Tabar?”. The author produces
a version that is based on the sound narratives, and he omits most of the biblical
narratives.'%?

From a quick look at al-TabarT's tafsir, it is easy to see the ways in which it
overlaps with his Tarikh, albeit running through a different genre. Al-Tabart gathers
reports from earlier exegetes which have not been preserved elsewhere. He cites
various opinions on one verse, and then makes reference to all available hadiths that
discuss the verse. The biblical accounts appear extensively in topics relevant to biblical
figures. Unlike his approach to history, al-TabarT in his tafsir is keen to reveal his
preferences and justify his positions. However, this did not stop al-Tabart from citing

opinions with which he might disagree. The fact that al-TabarT was interested in

153 See Barzinji, Sahih Tarikh al- Tabari, (Beirut: 2007).
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providing polyvalent readings of the text enriches his discussions but, most importantly,
mirrors the experience of the community which was represented in the traditions he
gathered.’* | will view in the coming chapters how this practice was demolished by
the school of Ibn Kathir, who had little respect for the intellectual discussions which
took place in the early period of Islam.'® Klar states that there are minor differences
between his tafsir and history. She continues that there is a possibility that al-Tabarr’s
commentary on the Qur'an was written before his book on history, so she suggests
that the commentary was open in front of al-TabarT when his history was being
compiled. Yet, al-TabarT was more flexible in citing materials—presumably, biblical
reports—in his history, as these tend to appear quite often in contrast to his tafsir
whereby the Qur’anic theme was central to his discussion. She states that “this
flexibility in where material can be placed in the context of the history enables al-Tabart
to shape how the meaning and significance of certain events therein comes across.”'%

For the sake of understating how al-Tabart was able to differently utilize the
traditions he collected in his history and tafsir, there is a need to bring a concrete
example by which we can examine al-TabarT's methodology in both works. It will show
further al-TabarT’s skillful talent to shift between his role as an exegete and as a
historian. For instance, we can take the example of the story of Adam, as it appears in
both history and tafsir. In his book on history, al-Tabari orders the biblical figures
chronologically from Adam to Muhammad. The whole story of Adam comes in the first
volume after the story of creation. Conversely, fragments of Adam's story appear many

times in various Qur’anic chapters. One of the significant events of Adam’s account is

154 Calder, “Tafsir from TabarT to Ibn Kathtr,” 103-130

155 Calder, “Tafsir from TabarT to Ibn Kathir,” 124.

156 Marianna Klar, “Between ‘History’ and ‘Tafsir’: Notes on al-TabarT's Methodological Strategies,” in
Journal of Qur’anic Studies 18, no. 2 (2016): 89—129.
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the story of the fall. Al-TabarT encounters the question of how Satan was able to
deceive Adam and Eve. The Qur’anic verse says, “But Satan caused them to slip out
of it and removed them from that [condition] in which they had been.”'®’Al-Tabart
questions Satan’s connection to Adam. He argues that if the Qur’an claims that Satan
is responsible for deceiving Adam then it means that there was a direct connection
between Satan and Adam. The difficulty of answering this question stems from the fact
that, according to the Qur’anic narrative, Satan was exiled from Paradise due to his
disobedience, and he was not able to meet with Adam nor was he able to deceive him.
Al-Tabart attempts to use the materials he received to understand how Satan met with
Adam and deceived him. 58

As a historian, al-TabarT was open to a range of various traditions. He quoted a
narrative from |Ibn ‘Abbas in which he said that Satan desired to enter Paradise to meet
with Adam, yet the guards stopped him. He then went to the serpent and begged it to
allow him to hide in its mouth. The serpent then entered Paradise and Satan was inside
its mouth and he finally was able to meet with Adam. Another account from Ibn Ishaq
states that Satan requested most beasts of Paradise to carry him to Adam, but they all
refused. Satan negotiated with the serpent and offered his protection if the serpent
agreed to carry him. The serpent then accepted the offer. A different account from
Wahb offers more details about the description of Paradise and the food that was
allowed inside. Wahb added that the forbidden tree was the food of the angels; only
the angels were allowed to eat from this tree as it provided them with eternal life.

Interestingly, Wahb states that the serpent was able to deceive Eve first and convince

157 (Qur 2:36)
158 Tarikh al-Tabari, |, 106-112. | will discuss this widely in the final chapter when | discuss the story of
Adam and Eve.
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her to eat from the tree, then Eve encouraged Adam to do the same.'®® Yet, perhaps
the most exotic narrative is the one that comes from Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyib, which
states that Adam ate from the tree while drunk. It was Eve who offered him a sip of
wine and she waited until he got drunk, after which it was easy to convince him to eat
from the forbidden tree. 80

Clearly, al-Tabart attempts to find a suitable answer to the question he earlier
raised. The Qur'an says little about how Satan was able to deceive Adam, and this
encourages al-Tabart to exercise his talent as a historian as he gathered whatever
traditions helped to explain the fall account. Interestingly, since al-Tabari requests his
reader not to pass a judgement on narratives he collects, he is not troubled by including
a narrative that allows for a prophet to be drunk.

In al-TabarT's tafsir, while he was commenting on Qur’an 2:36, he raised the
same issue of how Satan was able to deceive Adam. Al-TabarT lists more than ten
various accounts including those coming from Wahb and Ibn ‘Abbas. Furthermore, he
provides a narrative from lbn Ishaq in which the latter quotes directly from the People
of the Book. Ibn Ishaq says that, according to the People of the Torah, Satan speaks
directly to Adam. Like his approach in his Tarikh, al-TabarT appears undisturbed about
including biblical narratives in his tafsir. Yet, perhaps the most obvious and important
difference in his approach to tafsir is that al-Tabar1 gives his own opinion and attempts
to reconcile contradictory narratives. In his tafsir, after collecting all the traditions that
are relevant to the fall account, he opts to minimize the dissonance between his
narratives. He says: “these are the narratives that reached us from the Companions

and from the followers that explain how Satan deceived Adam, yet we only consider

159 Tarikh al-Tabar, |, 108-110.
160 Tarikh al-Tabart, 1, 111-112.
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those that are in agreement with the book of God.”'®" Interestingly, al-TabarT does not
determine which narrative agrees with the Qur’an, though he states that he prefers to
stick to the literal meaning of the verse which suggests that Satan approached both
Adam and Eve directly. Al-TabarT continues to say that “the question of how Satan was
able to enter Paradise after he was ousted was answered through what we found in
those narratives coming from Ibn ‘Abbas and Wahb.”'62 He continues, “we found no
objection against what they described as those narratives are logically accepted and
we hold no other evidence that contradicts them.”'83 Al-Tabar7 concludes that there
are two means to understand the verse: either sticking to the meaning that the verse
suggests or accepting the various narratives that provide further knowledge on how
Satan met with Adam.

Al-Tabart, however, rejected a narrative that came through Ibn Ishaq in which
the latter interpreted the communication between Satan and Adam figurately. Ibn Ishaq
says that Satan holds an authority that was given to him by God to turn all men away
from God. Given that, Ibn Ishaq interprets the verse to say that Satan whispered to
Adam, and he made eating from the forbidden tree appealing to him. Al-Tabarf,
however, appears to refuse this narrative as it opposes the obvious meaning of the
Qur’anic narrative that Satan spoke directly to Adam. 164
Clearly, al-Tabart in his tafsir is more attentive to reconciling his sources and making
sense of them. Unlike his history, the author does not leave any room for his reader to
decide where to position him. Rather he evaluates each opinion and concludes with

his preference. He appears to favour opinions that agree with the Qur’anic narrative,

161 Tafsir al-Tabarf, |, 531.
162 Tafsir al-Tabari, |, 532.
163 Tafsir al-Tabari, |, 532.
184 Tafsir al-Tabari, 1, 533.
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though he is still interested in making his tafsir encyclopaedic, so he includes a long
list of suggested interpretations. Yet, it is worth mentioning that despite the strict
approach which al-Tabart applied in his tafsir, he received more criticism for his tafsir
than his history. As al-Dhahabrt argues, the genre of history allows historians to collect
narratives without the need to justify their position towards the content.'® Perhaps this
could be a reason to overlook al-Tabarr’s approach in combining biblical reports in his
work of history without providing his position or considering the content. However, this
was not the case in his tafsir, as his inclusion of biblical narratives among hadith
literature and scholars’ views was denounced by Modern Muslims.

To conclude, it was obvious during the formative period of Islam that early
Muslims engaged confidently with biblical lore and the People of the Book. This
engagement varied from a curiosity to know the context of biblical stories told briefly in
the Qur’an to an acceptance and transmission of biblical narratives that have been
narrated by the People of the Book. Equally, the tendency to incorporate biblical
narratives into Islamic literature proves its existence in the early written traditions
without having been classified under a particular name. Muslim writers like al-Tabart
and Ibn Ishaq, despite their extensive quotations from the People of the Book, did not
appear to classify those foreign elements under the name of isra’iliyyat. Furthermore,
al-TabarT never attempted to apply any restrictions on the treatment of those
narratives. Therefore, it is hard to claim that biblical lore was treated with suspicion by
early Muslims. Instead, they appear to have been utilized by Muslim writers with full
confidence in historiography and tafsir. It is worth highlighting that the few occurrences

of the term by early Muslims do not indicate any specific reference to biblical narratives.

165 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’iliyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 99.
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As Tottoli suggests, the term was used by some authors to refer to various accounts

of prophets and of creation, but not necessarily as a systematic term.'%®

166 Tottoli, Origin and Use of the Term Isra Tiyyat, 198-207.
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Chapter 2: Tahrif in Action

The dominant opinion held by a considerable number of Muslims is that engagement
with pre-Qur’anic scripture is forbidden because they have all been tampered with and
are distorted. Al-Dhahabi argues that isra’liyyat material is an unreliable source
because pre-Qur’anic scriptures are distorted and, as such, Muslims should not
consult them. By contrast, the existence of the unchanged Qur'an is sufficient for
Muslims. 67 Similarly, Muhammad Abl Shahba in his book on isra’fliyyat points to the
corruption of previous scriptures as the main reason for why Muslims should not
consult them. 168

The question of the source of scriptural falsification (tahrif) has received much
recent scholarly interest. Many scholars argue that falsification as a doctrine started
with the wordings of the Qur’an.'®® Others argue that “the accusation arose in the
course of Muslim encounter with Jews and Christians.”'’® Nickel points out that
although the Qur’an makes no such accusation, Muslim polemicists use verses in the
Qur’an to support their claim. A third group claimed that tahrif was a central part of
Muslim polemic because Muslims wanted to distinguish Islam as a separate religion.”"
John Wansbrough states that the doctrine of scriptural falsification bore the major
burden of Muslims’ external polemics.'”? On the other side, scholars claim that there

is no accusation of textual corruption of earlier scripture. For instance, Mahmoud

167 Al-Dhahabr, Isra’liyyat in Tafsir and Hadith, 41.

188 Abi Shahba, Isra’liyyat and Mddu‘at, 38.

189 Sirry, The Scripture Polemic,100.
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171 Nickel, Narratives of Tampering, 2.

172 John Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of Islamic Salvation History
(London: Oxford University Press, 1978), 41.
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Ayoub states that the Qur'an does not accuse Jews and Christians of altering the texts
of their scriptures. Rather, they attempted to alter the truth in their scriptures.'”3 William
Montgomery Watt states that those who study the Qur’anic approach in relation to
earlier scriptures must differentiate between the actual words of the Qur’an and the
later interpretation of them.'”* Abdullah Saeed, while presenting the view of the
medieval Muslim exegetes on tahrif, concludes his article by stating that the accusation
of corruption is largely found within the interpretation, not the text itself.'”> Gabriel Said
Reynolds is more interested in determining the religious group accused of tampering,
as he claims that the argument for the doctrine of scriptural falsification changes over
time. Although the Jews were the main targets of the Qur’anic accusation during the
time of the Prophet, medieval Muslim scholars wrote more on Christian scriptural
falsification.’”® Hava Lazarus-Yafeh in her book Intertwined Worlds interestingly lists
several theological impossibilities for Muslims that likely sparked the charge of
falsification against the old scriptures. For example, the anthropomorphic biblical
terms, the attribution of lies and sins to the prophets, and finally “the stories of
fornication and whoredom inserted into the most important genealogies of the Bible.”'?”

Despite the significant contributions made by each of the above-mentioned
scholars, there is still a great deal of research to be conducted on the study of tahrif.

The existing scholarship on tahrif has neglected certain aspects, such as the influence

173 Mahmoud Ayoub, “*Uzayr in the Qur'an and Muslim Tradition,” in Studies in Islamic and Judaic
Traditions (1986): 3-18.

174 Gordon Nickel, The Gentle Answer to the Accusation of the Biblical Falsification (Calgary: Bruton
Gate, 2015), 33.

175 Abdullah Saeed, “The Charge of Distortion of Jewish and Christian Scriptures,” in The Muslim
World 92 (2002): 419-436.

176 G. S. Reynold, “On the Qur’anic accusation of scriptural falsification (tahrif) and Christian Anti-
Jewish Polemic,” in Journal of the American Oriental Society (2010): 189-202.

177 Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds: Medieval Islam and Bible Criticism (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1992), 29-33 at 33.

63



of the tahrif motif on Muslim engagement with biblical sources, because it has failed to
examine the historical development of tahrif. | will correct this by examining how the
early Muslims who engaged with pre-Qur’anic scriptures understood and interpreted
the Qur’anic approach on tahrif, and how this understanding impacted the way they
engaged with pre-Qur’anic scripture. One way to approach this study is to ask, as
Martin Whittingham does, “whether reliance on the biblical text equates to an
acceptance of its reliability.”'”® In this chapter, we narrow down our analysis to the
formative period of Islam.

Earlier in chapter one, examples of early Muslims who displayed confidence in
engaging with pre-Qur’anic scriptures were introduced. Similarly, examples of
transmitters and storytellers like ibn ‘Abbas, Ka ‘b al-Ahbar, and Wahb were highlighted
to illustrate how early Muslims consulted the People of the Book. Although there is a
debate about whether they had direct access to the written Bible, their writings reveal
a practice of reflection on biblical oral traditions transmitted during the formative period
of Islam. In addition to the previous groups, historians, like al-Tabart and Ibn Qutayba
(d. 889), reveal a sufficient level of familiarity with biblical narratives and, to some
extent, pre-Qur’anic scriptures. Ibn Qutayba is unique, not only in the way he allowed
himself to use biblical passages in his book in which he discussed the biblical
testimonies of Muhammad, but also in that he was the first born Muslim author to
compare accounts of creation and the lives of biblical figures with passages from the

Torah.'”® Presumably, Ibn Qutayba was one of the few Muslim historians who

178 Martin Whittingham, “The Value of Tahrif Ma‘nawr (Corrupt Interpretation) as a Category for
Analysing Muslim Views of the Bible: Evidence from Al-Radd Al-Jamil and Ibn Khaldin” in Islam and
Christian—Muslim Relations 22, no. 2 (2011): 209-22.
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consulted the written Torah himself, and not simply the biblical narratives circulated by
early Muslims.

For the sake of understanding tahrif in action, that is, how early Muslims perceived
the scriptural falsification and yet continued to consult biblical narratives, several
assumptions need to be discussed in this section. The first is that early Muslims viewed
pre-Qur’anic scriptures as distorted, and yet, did not consider this an obstacle to
consulting biblical accounts. The second is that early Muslims viewed the Torah as a
divine book that provides guidance to people, and they continued to consult it. It is
worth mentioning that even authors who advocated the idea of scriptural falsification,
like Ibn Taymiyya, refuse the claim that the Bible is wholly corrupted.’® If we accept
that Muslims considered some parts of the Bible to be corrupted, then we also need to
investigate whether early Muslims tended to prioritize certain parts of the Bible over
others. In other words, we need to examine if the idea of reliability was a question for
early Muslims who consulted pre-Qur’anic scriptures, and to what extent Muslim
authors were selective in the biblical accounts they integrated into their traditions. The
second hypothesis, however, requires further investigation to demonstrate how early
Muslims viewed the Qur’anic verses on tahrif. It might appear that the early Muslims’
understanding of the tahrif verses was different from the polemic understanding that
later arose. It is also plausible that early Muslims distinguished between verses that
address early scriptures and verses about the followers of those scriptures.

It is also important to highlight the complexity that exists within tahrif material and

the diverse agendas of those engaging with biblical lore. For this, it would be easier to

180 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 49. Ibn Taymiyya neither accepted the view that the Bible is corrupted,
nor did he agree with the opinion that argued for the authenticity of the Bible. He concluded that the
Bible is partially corrupted.
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classify them into four groups. First, those who considered tahrif but did not necessarily
engage with the biblical material themselves. Second, those who considered tahrif and
engaged polemically to demonstrate the biblical material’s errors. Third, those who
engaged with biblical lore solely to support their claims about the Prophet’s biblical
testimonies. And finally, those who considered tahrif and treated biblical material as
historical sources. The primary focus will be on the last group, because it enables one
to understand the epistemological value of the Bible in the eyes of early Muslims. It will
also demonstrate to what extent the Bible was viewed as a reliable source. From time
to time, materials from the other three groups may be instructive to show in
comparison, but these other three will not be the focus. They will generally be looked
at to shed light on the fourth group.

Earlier | showed how the Qur’an stresses the kinship between the Qur’an and
previous scriptures; both the Qur’an and pre-Qur’anic scriptures come from the same
source. The earlier scriptures are considered to be true divine revelations. In chapter
four, the Qur’an says: “Indeed, We have revealed to you, [O Muhammad], as We
revealed to Noah and the prophets after him. And we revealed to Abraham, Ishmael,
Isaac, Jacob, the Descendants, Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron, and Solomon, and to David
We gave the book [of Psalms].”"®" Thus, the Qur'an came to confirm what was sent
earlier: The Torah and the Gospel. Although the early scriptures are considered true
divine revelations, the Qur’an’s kinship with them does not mean they are equal. The
Qur’an claims not only to be a continuation of the previous scriptures, but a corrective.
The Qur’an has the distinguishing feature of perfection both in terms of content and

format. If any contradiction between the Qur’an and the previous scriptures arises, it

181 (Qur. 4:163).
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is understood that only the Qur’an holds the real truth. As a result, the Qur'an
establishes itself not only as a vindication of the preceding scriptures but also as a
judge of their authenticity.8? Yet, it is reasonable to ask: if the previous scriptures are
confirmed by God, how and when the scriptural falsification took place?

Many scholars claim that the theme of tahrif starts with the words of the Qur’an
itself. 83 It is noteworthy that the Qur’an itself does not use the noun tahrifin connection
with other scriptures. Rather, it appears as a verb, harrafa, meaning to falsify or tamper
with. In addition to the verb harrafa, other synonyms have been used to indicate the
act of tampering. Wansbrough identifies three words, kitman, tabdil, and tahrif which
mean concealment, change and altering, respectively.'8 Lazarus Yafeh has added a
fourth term to this list, that is, layy, which means to twist. '8 The object of the verb twist
appears to be the tongues of the untruthful. There are many verses that indicate that
the Jews who lived in Madina twist their tongues with God’s scripture to make it sound
like God'’s speech. Nickel in the second chapter of his book, however, discusses seven
roots which he claims are relevant to tahrif. He argues that, although the Qur’an
contains several expressions that refer to scriptural corruption, the expressions are
seldom specific and none of the earlier scriptures appear as the object of an alteration
verb.'8 He concludes that verbs and expressions of tampering mentioned in the
Qur’an are vague and ambiguous. He points out that, due to the ambiguity of

tampering verses, exegetes were free to pursue a variety of exegetical options.'8”
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In the following sections, | will turn to discussing scripture-related arguments which
belong to various genres. | will examine, firstly, the Qur’anic approach to tahrif,
particularly, focusing on three basic themes which Sirry considers central to the tahrif
motif: harrafa (distortion), akhfa (concealment) and /ayy (twisting).'®® | will ask how
those themes were understood by early Muslims and who the objects of those verbs
were, asking whether those terms targeted the adherents of a particular scripture, a
set of certain scriptures, or a more general concept. Muslim scholars who consider the
doctrine of tahrif appear to be of two categories: those who claim distortion of the actual
text and those who claim misinterpretation of the text.'® In light of this classification, |
will examine if early Muslims during the formative period of Islam distinguished
between those main classifications when referring to tahrif. Most importantly, | will
investigate if tahrif was a doctrine that challenged Muslim authors who were interested
in quoting biblical narratives in their works. It is important to mention that this study is
not going to be exhaustive. Rather, | will focus on the work of al-TabarT, Ibn Qutayba
(d.889), and al-Ya'qubr1 (d. 897). These authors were confident in utilising biblical
narratives, so it is important to first understand their view of tahrif, and second how

their view of tahrif, impacted the way they engaged with biblical narratives.

Al-Tabarr’s Position on the Theme of Tahrif

| have already discussed al-TabarT’s universal history and tafsir and shown how both
works are encyclopaedic in the way that al-Tabari compiled the exegetical and
historical knowledge of preceding generations. It is also true that al-TabarT liked to shift

between his roles as a historian and as an exegete. At times, al-Tabari was more open
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to record a range of reports without passing any judgement on them and, at other
times, he was more interested in revealing his opinion. This perhaps makes my task
more difficult since it might be difficult to know if al-Tabar’s commentaries on tahrif
reveal his personal conviction or the collective opinions of his generation.

Al-TabarT’s views on tahrif can be found in his commentary on the tahrif verses.
The nature of his commentary seems to be exhaustive; he tends to record the opinions
of most of his generation’s exegetes. His universal history, however, has fewer
references to the theme of tahrif. In a few cases, al-TabarT appears to engage in a
discussion on the restoration of the book of the Torah. Although al-TabarTs major
works on history and Qur'anic commentary relate to different genres, there are
numerous areas of overlap between his tafsir and history.’® In his Qur’anic
commentary, al-Tabart often engages with the opinions he lists, discussing them in
detail and indicating his preference. In line with the tafsir genre, al-Tabarl's
commentary on tahrifis restricted to a straightforward interpretation of the tahrif verses.
Yet, in his history, his discussion on tahrif is restricted to a few incidents when he
discusses the miraculous restoration of the Torah by Ezra.

The Qur’an contains several chapters that refer to the theme of tahrif. However,
the first four chapters of the Qur’an encompass many of the tahrif themes which are
relevant to our discussion. The verb katama meaning “to conceal” or “to hide” occurs
in the second chapter of the Qur’an. The verse comes in the context of God speaking
to the Children of Israel and reminding them of the covenant He took with them and of
the blessings He bestowed on them by sending them many prophets to guide them to

the right path. The Qur’an says: “And do not mix the truth with falsehood or conceal

190 M Klar, “Between History and Tafsir: Notes on al-TabarTs Methodological Strategies,” in Journal of
Qur’anic Studies 18, 2 (2016): 89—129.
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the truth when you know [it].”'®" The verse interestingly starts with the word /absa
meaning “to mix” which is considered one of tahrif ‘s synonyms. The second verb that
is included in the verse is katama and it accompanies the term “truth”. The two verbs
appear in the context of warning the Children of Israel not to mix truth with falsehood
or conceal the truth. Al-Tabar offers several options here for the readers. He suggests
that the verse addresses both Jews and Christians who received the Torah and the
Gospel from God. He also mentions the rabbis who hold the knowledge of their
scripture while concealing the truth from their people. Al-Tabari, however, seems
uncertain about the meaning of the word “truth” here. He raises the question of how
they (the Jews and the Christians) hold the truth, at least partially, while they do not
believe in the Prophet of Islam.'®? Clearly, al-TabarT attempts to understand what kind
of truth both Christians and Jews hold in the light of the Islamic belief that they are
unbelievers. In his attempt to answer this question, he provides context to the verse.
He states that, within the community of the People of the book, there were hypocrites
who submitted themselves to Muhammad in public while they concealed their disbelief
and hid it in their hearts. According to al-Tabari, they mixed the truth, which was their
acceptance of the Prophet, with falsehood, which was their denial of the Prophet in
their hearts.'®® Al-Tabari then offers an alternative interpretation of the verse. He
argues that most of the disbelievers agreed that Muhammad is a delegated Prophet
sent by God. However, they claimed that he was delegated to a different nation, not
themselves.'®* According to this opinion, they mix the truth, which is their acceptance

of the Prophet in general, with falsehood, that is their refusal of the universality of the
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Prophet.’® Nickel suggests that the truth is the object of the first appearance of
katama, yet it is not clear what truth refers to in this context.%¢

Moreover, al-TabarT lists other opinions on the meaning of truth here. Ibn ‘Abbas,
for example, states: “God forbids them from concealing the truth when they know it.”1%”
The truth, according to Ibn ‘Abbas, is the knowledge of Muhammad and the claim that
he is a messenger sent by God. Ibn ‘Abbas continues that there is reference to
Muhammad in their books, yet they continue to ignore it.’®® lbn ‘Abbas, however, did
not go further to discuss if the act of concealment occurred in the written version of
their scripture itself, or if the act of concealment occurred by the hand of the scripture’s
adherents. Itis important to note that this narrative was transferred to al-TabarT through
Ibn Ishag who quotes many of the statements of Ibn ‘Abbas and Wahb. Mujahid,
however, claims that the description of Muhammad was written down in the Torah and
in the Gospel. He suggests that the verse addresses the rabbis and those who possess
knowledge of the scripture, because they claim that Muhammad was sent for certain
communities and not for the entire world. Mujahid claims that they mix truth with
falsehood wittingly when they conceal the description of Muhammad which they find in
the Torah and the Gospels.'%° Seemingly, Mujahid attempts to understand this verse
in light of the other verse in chapter seven which indicates that the description of
Muhammad is written in the Torah and the Gospel. The Qur’an says: “Those who
follow the Messenger, the unlettered prophet, whom they find written [i.e., described]

in what they have of the Torah and in the Gospel ...”?%° Al-Tabari concludes his
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discussion by censuring the scholars of the People of the Book. He uses the plural
noun ahbar (sing. hibr) which refers to those who obtain a high level of knowledge of
their scripture, and states that the ahbar knew that Muhammad was a messenger from
God who was sent to all nations. Yet, they claimed he was merely sent to a certain
nation, presumably the pagans. Al-Tabari suggests that those ahbar have led their
people astray when they mixed truth with falsehood and broke the covenant which was
taken from them.?%! It is surprising that, although the Qur’an addresses the Children
of Israel in general, both al-Tabart and Mujahid accused rabbis (ahbar) with concealing
the truth. More importantly, the accusation appears to target those who possessed
knowledge of scripture during the time of the Prophet. There is no reference to the
charge of falsification in the written version of the scripture.

The second appearance of the Arabic verb katama comes in the same chapter to
describe the act of concealment by those who were given scripture i.e. Christian and
Jews. The Qur’an says: “Those to whom We gave the scripture know it?? as they know
their own sons. But indeed, a party of them conceal the fact that they know [it].”2%3 Al-
Tabart states that the verse addresses the Jewish ahbar and the Christian scholars,
who, according to him, share the responsibility for concealing the truth.?%* Yet, the
verse remains ambiguous on many levels. The first is that the Arabic suffix pronoun hu
does not have a clear noun antecedent; it leaves the door open for various
interpretations depending on how exegetes understood it. The second is that the

meaning of “truth” here cannot be interpreted independently. The meaning of truth
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varies according to the interpretation of the Arabic suffix pronoun hu. For example, if
we consider the word “scripture” as the first noun antecedent to precede the suffix
pronoun hu then truth can refer to “scripture” here. In this case, the verse blames those
who know the scripture by concealing the “truth” or some parts of it.

Al-TabarT in his endeavour to reveal the meaning of the verse listed two different
groups of exegetes: The first group, including al-TabarT himself, argue that the Arabic
suffix pronoun hu can be understood in light of preceding verses. In Q 3:149, the verses
commands Muhammad and the Muslims to turn their faces towards the Sacred
Mosque in Mecca. Muslims are required to pray towards Mecca not only because
Mecca is the direction for all Muslims, but also because it is believed that all prophets
who preceded Muhammad had done so. The suffix pronoun hu, according to this
interpretation, refers to the qibla, the direction of prayer. Al-TabarT states that both
Jews and Christians know the truth, that is, that Mecca is the direction of prayer
because the prophets who preceded Muhammed prayed towards it, yet both Jews and
Christians concealed this truth and claimed that the direction of prayer is Jerusalem.
The second group of exegetes however translate the Arabic pronoun as him, referring
to Muhammad or the description of Muhammad written in the scripture possessed by
the People of the Book. The verse, therefore, addresses those who were given
knowledge of the scripture. They found the description of Muhammad written in the
Torah and the Gospel. Yet, they concealed this piece of truth and denied his biblical
testimony.2%%

The theme of concealment makes a third appearance in the third Surah: “And

[mention, O Muhammad], when Allah took a covenant from those who were given the
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Scripture, [saying], ‘You must make it clear [i.e. explain it] to the people and not conceal
it.” But they threw it away behind their backs and exchanged it for a small price. And
wretched is that which they purchased.”?% Al-Tabarf first gives a brief interpretation to
this verse. He says that the verse addresses those who were given the scripture, the
Jews and Christians and that they were required to share the description of
Muhammad in their scripture with everyone and to confirm that Muhammad is the
messenger sent by God. Yet, they concealed biblical testimonies of the Prophet and
broke their covenant with God.?°” Al-Tabar then lists several exegetes’ opinions on
this verse. First, he mentions an opinion that the audience of this verse is mainly the
Jews. |bn ‘Abbas, for instance, suggests that the verse particularly refers to Jewish
scholars (ahbar) who should have believed in Muhammad and communicated this to
everyone. Another narrative from Ibn ‘Abbas, transmitted by Ibn Ishaq, identifies
several Jewish rabbis who lived during the Prophet’s time, for instance, Finhas and
Ashya’. A third group states that the verse addresses scholars of all religions who are
required to make knowledge accessible to everyone.?%®

Obviously, the description of Muhammad is a common interpretation of the object
of concealment. As Saleh points out, the foretelling of the coming of Muhammad in the
ancient scriptures is one of the prominent issues that accompanies the charge of
falsification.?%® Sirry suggests that several verses in the Qur’an came to be interpreted
as evidence that Muhammad was mentioned in the earlier books. He continues that

‘most Muslim exegetes believe that the object of the concealment verses is the
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description of Muhammad.”?'° Ibn Ishaq, for instance, argues that there is a reference
to the description of Muhammad in the Gospel of John. He interprets the word
“Paraclete” as Muhammad.?'! It is noteworthy that the concealment verses did not
undermine the reliability of the old scriptures. Rather, they blamed those who were
given knowledge of the scriptures for hiding the truth. Furthermore, the Qur’anic
accusation of hiding the truth seems to address a group of them, often the scholars,
and not everyone; the Qur anic verses refer to those who were engaged in the action
of concealment as: some, a group, and a party. This would allow one to imagine that
among those who were given the scripture, a group did not engage in the action of
concealment. Furthermore, there is no sufficient evidence whether the action of
concealment and mixing occurs in the written copy of scripture or if it only happened
orally among those who held the scripture. Clearly, the variety of interpretations
suggested by exegetes reflect the level of ambiguity the exegetes encountered while
trying to find an adequate object. The fact that the wording of the concealment verses
is general makes it challenging to favour one narrative over another. The exegetes in
turn rely on other non-Qur’anic sources to reveal the meanings of those verses. For
instance, contextualizing these verses by directing the accusation to certain events or
accusing certain groups during the time of the Prophet.2'?

The second theme that is central to that of tahrif is the Arabic verb lawa or layy,
meaning “to twist”. The Qur’an says: “And indeed, there is among them a party who

alter [twist]?'3 the Scripture with their tongues so you may think it is from the Scripture,

210 Sirry, The Scripture Polemic, 115.

211 Sirry, The Scripture Polemic, 115.

212 For more examples on this, see the stoning account in Tafsir al-Tabart, VII, 303.

213 | contend that the word “twist” is closer to the Arabic “/ayy” than “alter,” so | added it to the
translation quoted.
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but it is not from the Scripture. And they say, "This is from Allah," but it is not from
Allah. And they speak untruth about Allah while they know.”?'* Al-TabarT suggests that
the verse addresses Jews who dwelled in Madina during the Prophet’s time.
Interestingly, the theme of tahrif appears in many of the interpretations given by the
exegetes for this verse. In fact, al-TabarT himself considers the verb lawa an act of
tampering. He continues that a group of Jews twisted their tongues with words that
were not God’s words and pretended they read God’s scripture. Al-TabarT does not
provide a discussion of the language in which the scripture was read. Yet, one can
assume that the Jews read their book in the Hebrew language. Al-Tabari continues
that a group of Jews intentionally told lies and attributed them to God’s book.?' Al-
TabarT cited Ibn ‘Abbas’ view in which the latter says that the Jews added to God’s
scripture what had not been sent by God. Ibn ‘Abbas, however, does not go further to
explain whether they inserted new statements to their reading, or if they intentionally
added innovations to the written version. Nickel suggests that the object of the verb
lawa appears to be “their tongues” rather than “the book”.2'® Saeed, while attempting
to explain the act of twisting, suggests that “the verse is clearly referring to distortion
of the text or its meaning through speech with their tongues.”?'” Based on the previous
interpretations, one can assume that the scripture was not accessible to everyone and
thus it was easy for those who read scripture themselves to deceive the audience who
were not familiar with scriptural language nor content. Though the verse leaves the
impression that the accusation is for those who alter God’s scripture by their tongues,

rather than the scripture itself.
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The appearance of the verb yuharrifina (falsify), appears four times in the
Qur’an.?"® Interestingly, in the fourth Surah, the verb yuharrifiina accompanies the
verb lawéa in a verse. This might explain why many exegetes tended to consider the

verb lawa as a synonym to tahrif. The Qur’an says:

Among the Jews are those who distort words from their [proper] places [i.e., usages] and say,
"We hear and disobey" and "Hear but be not heard" and "Ra‘ina," twisting their tongues and
defaming the religion. And if they had said [instead], "We hear and obey" and "Wait for us [to
understand]," it would have been better for them and more suitable. But Allah has cursed them
for their disbelief, so they believe not, except for a few.2!°

Al-TabarT in his tafsir argues that there are two possible ways to understand this verse.
The first is that the verse came to describe a group who had already been addressed
in the previous verse in which the Qur’an says: “Have you not seen those who were
given a portion of the Scripture, purchasing error [in exchange for it] and wishing you
would lose the way?”22° In these cases, al-TabarT explains that among those who were
given the scriptures is a group (i.e. the Jews) who distorted words from their scripture.
Another possibility is to read the verse independently. This means that, among the
Jews is a group who distorted the words from their scripture. In both cases, al-Tabart
views that a party from the Jews who lived in Madina were hostile to both the Prophet
and the new religion, mocking the Prophet and disrespecting him. He continues that
the word harrafa here accuses them of either changing the meaning of their scripture
or offering a wrong interpretation.??" Similarly, Mujahid states clearly that the verse
accuses Jews who changed the Torah from its proper meaning.??> Seemingly, both al-

TabarT and Mujahid agreed that tampering here refers to the act of misinterpretation.

218 “yuharrifina” is the verb from the noun (tahrif).
219 (Qur. 4:46)
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Yet, a key to understanding the act of tahrif here is to know the object. The verse states
that a group among the Jews yuharrifina (distort) al- kalima (words) ‘an mawadr hi
(from its place). Reynold, in his article on the Qur’anic accusation, pays attention to
the Arabic word mawadi'hi. He argues that the literal sense of mawadr'hi means
“places” and not “meanings”. He suggests that the fundamental meaning of the root h-
r-f is to move or to turn. He continues, that the verse seems to indicate turning or
shifting words out of their places or context. Consequently, Reynolds denies that the
Qur’anic tahrif refers to any textual alteration. Rather, he suggests that scriptural
falsification, according to the Qur’'an, might indicate reading or explaining scripture out
of its context.??

Another occurrence of the tahrif theme appears in the second Surah, “Do you covet
[the hope, O believers], that they would believe for you while a party of them used to
hear the words of Allah and then distort it [i.e., the Torah] after they had understood it
while they were knowing?”2?4 Al- TabarT attempts to answer two questions arising from
this verse: who is accused of tampering? and what does tahrif particularly mean in this
context? Al-Tabart argues that the verse addresses two different groups. The first part
of the verse addresses the Jews who surrounded the Prophet who refused to accept
his prophethood. The verse tells the Prophet’'s Companions not to expect the Jews to
submit themselves to Allah. The second part of the verse, however, talks about their
ancestors, i.e. the 70 elders who accompanied Moses on the mountain. Al-Tabart
seems confident in assuming that those accused of tampering are a group of the

Children of Israel who accompanied Moses to the mountain and listened directly to

223 Reynold, “On the Qur’anic Accusation,” 194.
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God’s speech.??> The verse therefore, despite addressing the Jews living during
Muhammad’s time, seeks to remind them of an act of their ancestors. Al-Tabart then
lists other opinions that direct the accusation towards the Jewish scholars who lived
during the Prophet’s time. Yet, al-Tabari does not favour the latter opinion. Instead, he
prefers to stick to the literal meaning of the verse that suggests the first opinion. Al-
TabarT quotes the whole story narrated by Ibn Ishaq in which he says that a group of
the Children of Israel accompanied Moses to the mountain and listened directly to the
speech of God. When they later turned to their people, they wittingly changed what
they heard from God. According to al-TabarT, the act of tampering was limited to those
who heard God’s speech on the mountain. Furthermore, al-Tabart pays attention to
the last part of the verse which he considers a key point to understand the act of
tampering. The verse indicates that they tampered with the word of God after they
comprehended it. This explains that the act of altering happens at the level of
interpretation; those who listened to God's word and knew its interpretation
intentionally changed its meaning and provided the wrong interpretation to their people
when they came back. Al-Tabart then concludes that, if their ancestors changed the
words of God then it is not surprising for their successors, i.e., the Jews of Madina, to
conceal the description of Muhammad written in their scripture.?2®

Obviously, the Qur’anic approach to the theme of tahrif is ambivalent.??” While the

Qur’an charged a group of Jews with tampering, there is no clear evidence of how and

225 Tafsir al-Tabari, |l, 244- 245.
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Muftt on the Sanctity of the Torah of Moses,” in The Intertwined Worlds of Islam: Essays in Memory of
Hava Lazarus-Yafeh (Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute, 2002): vi-xiv.
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when the act of tampering occurred. Furthermore, none of the tahrif verses accuse
particular scripture or claim that certain parts in the Bible were corrupted. Rather, many
of the verses accuse scripture’s adherents of mistreating God’s word. As Reynolds
says, “the Qur’an is concerned with the misuse of the scripture; the Qur’an does not
insist that passages of the Bible have been rewritten or that sections of the Bible have
been destroyed and replaced by false scripture.”??® Furthermore, from reading al-
TabarT and Ibn Ishag’s comments, it appears that the Qur’an places a great deal of
responsibility upon the rabbis who, according to the Qur’an, led their people astray by
engaging in a variety of forms of tampering to prevent their people from obtaining
accurate information about their scripture. They are accused of doing this in various
ways, from hiding parts of their scripture, twisting their tongues with words that are not
from the scripture and, finally, providing a wrong interpretation of their scripture.
Presumably, this ambivalent approach of the Qur'an encouraged exegetes, such
as al-TabarT himself, to draw on external sources to explain the theme of tahrif. Ibn
Ishaqg’'s biography of Muhammad was a significant source for al-TabarT and other
exegetes in contextualizing many of the tahrif verses. When al-Tabart had little to say
on the tahrif verses, he would supplement his narrative with a particular occasion or
event mentioned by Ibn Ishaq. The latter, on the other hand, appears to offer detailed
accounts of the Prophet’s interaction with the Jews living in Madina. It is important
though to stress that Ibn Ishaq never refers to any falsification in the written version of
the old scripture, rather he accuses the people who possessed this knowledge of

mistreating their scripture.
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Tarikh al-Tabari
Unlike his tafsir, al-TabarT's Tarikh has less information on the theme of tahrif. The first
part of his Tarikh focuses on the history of the Children of Israel. Although al-Tabart
references the Torah when he discusses many ancient events, he never questions the
authenticity of the Torah. While most of his narratives come through Jewish converts,
like Wahb and Ka'b, in some cases he speaks in more general terms about his
sources. For instance, he says, “I heard this from the People of the Torah,” or “I knew
this from the People of the Book.” However, this does not explain if al-TabarT consulted
the Torah himself or if he only relied on the narratives that came from the People of
the Book and the Jewish converts.

In one incident, however, al-Tabari refers to the story of Ezra. Al-Tabari
mentions that the Torah was damaged and burned and Ezra was the one who restored
it.22° Al-TabarT provides a detailed account of this miraculous restoration of the Torah

by Ezra, saying:

While Ezra was mourning the loss of the Torah, a man suddenly appeared to him and asked
him what the reason was for his crying. Ezra answered, “I mourn the book of Allah and his
covenant with us. It was among us, but we erred and sinned and then our Lord gave authority
to our enemy over us. They killed our men, destroyed our territory, and burned our scripture, a
book that our life and afterlife will not have any worth without.” The man replied to him, “would
you like your scripture to be returned to you?” Ezra responded, “How will this happen?” The
man answered, “clean your cloth, purify yourself and fast to your Lord and go and wait for me
in such a place.” Ezra followed the man and did what he requested him to do. The man came
again and gave Ezra a vessel of water and asked him to drink it. When Ezra did, he was inspired
and the whole book of the Torah came to his heart. Ezra returned to his people and established
the Torah among them.23°

From this story, it is obvious that al-TabarT thinks highly of Ezra. He was a sincere man
who feared the fate of his people after the loss of the Torah. He prayed to God to return

the Torah to him, and God accepted him. The fact that Ezra was approached,

229 Tarikh al-Tabart, |, 555-557.
230 Tarikh al-Tabart, |, 556-557.
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presumably by an angel or a messenger from God puts him in high status, nearly a
prophet according to the Islamic understanding. Furthermore, Ezra’s role is
appreciated since he was chosen to receive the whole Torah and was asked to return
to his people and establish the Torah among them. Al-Tabart indicates that Ezra’s
people loved him for his heroic act of restoring the Torah. Al-TabarT claims that some
Jews subsequently ascribed divine status to Ezra, claiming he was the son of God.
Clearly, al-Tabar is referring to the Qur’an, which it denounces those who claim that
Ezra is the son of God: “The Jews say, Ezra is the son of Allah.”%31

Adang, in her comments on Tarikh al-Tabari, introduces a new reading to al-
TabarT’s position on tahrif. She suggests that al-TabarT must have believed that there
was another text which existed alongside the Torah. This new version was written by
some rabbis who, in turn, presented it as God’s scripture. Adang continues by saying
that there is a possibility that al-TabarT assumed that the Jews of his time were using
this text instead of the genuine Torah to mislead people. Adang adduces her opinion
by citing a statement from al-Tabar1 that appears frequently in his Tarikh. It is common
for al-Tabari, when referring to the book of the Torah, to say, “the Torah that they
possess today.” Adang contends that such a statement reflects a level of doubt and
reluctance from al-Tabarl towards the Torah which was found in his time.?32 Adang
concludes that al-Tabart never used the Torah as a historical source. Instead, al-Tabar1
only cited biblical reports transmitted via reliable channels of Muslim informants.233

A quick study of Tarikh al-Tabari allows one to realize that, although al-Tabart

makes such statements in several incidents while referring to the Torah, there are
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several other occasions in which al-TabarT discusses the Torah without any further
judgement. Perhaps one should consider the methodology al-Tabart followed in his
Tarikh. In his introduction, al-Tabart attempts to stress his role as a collector of the
historical narratives that have reached him. This obliged him not to interfere or to pass
judgement. Throughout his Tarikh, al-TabarT appears to distance himself from the
reports he included. He confirmed that he cannot guarantee the soundness of any
report, as this should not be the role of a historian. Presumably, al-Tabart was aware
of the existing debate on the authenticity of the Torah, yet he did not want to take part
in such a debate. Al-TabarT's statement that “the Torah that they possess today”
indicates that he refuses to put himself in a situation to question whether or not the
Torah owned by the Jews of his generation is similar or different from the Torah of
Moses. What distinguishes al-Tabart from historians such as Ibn Qutayba and al-
Ya'qubi is that al-Tabart seems to not have any direct quotations from the book of the
Torah. Alternatively, al-Tabar relies on quotations from figures such as Ibn ‘Abbas
and Wahb. Yet, this should not lead one to conclude that al-Tabart did not use the
Torah as a historical reference in his accounts of ancient history. If we consider the
example of biblical figures depicted in his history, one can clearly see the biblical
reflection in many of his narratives. For example, the story of Adam that was discussed
in the previous chapter stands as clear evidence of biblical elements that came from

the book of Genesis.

Ibn Qutayba (d. 889)
As it was mentioned before, al-TabarT was not the only exception in incorporating
biblical materials in his history and Qur’anic commentaries. There are other historians

who tended to quote extensively from the Bible. In this section, | will examine |bn
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Qutayba and al-Ya'qubi, who used biblical sources extensively while writing the
histories of the ancient nations. Moreover, the two authors seem to reflect a relaxed
manner in relation to the theme of tahrif. They appear confident in using materials that
come from the book of the Torah. They never question the reliability of the Torah, nor
do they appear keen to filter the biblical traditions to reveal the Islamic spirit.

Little is known about the life of Ibn Qutayba. He was born in Kiufa to a family
from Persia. He served as a judge in Dinawar and then moved to Baghdad where he
devoted most of his time to teaching. He died in Baghdad in 889. Most of Ibn
Qutayaba’s writings come under the genre of adab (literature). He also wrote about
early Arab poetry.234 Ibn Qutayba quotes from the Bible in two of his books; the first is
“al-Ma ‘arif,” which is intended to cover the history from Adam to the Prophet of Islam
and his Successors. The second is “Dala’il al-Nubuwwa” which is devoted to proving
the biblical testimonies of Muhammad.

Ibn Qutayba's book, "al-Ma‘arif," is relatively concise in comparison to the
extensive history written by al-Tabari. Although Ibn Qutayba collects accounts of
various historical reports, culture, and both pre-Islamic and Islamic history, he is not
interested in the narrative per se. Rather, he appears to highlight particular events
which he considers significant for every personage. For instance, Ibn Qutayba writes
the story of Adam in a couple of pages. He briefly mentions the account of the fall and
how Iblis was able to deceive Adam, and the role of the serpent that led Adam to eat
from the tree. Unlike al-Tabar, Ibn Qutayba ignores other Qur’anic episodes that

discuss the creation of Adam and his mate and how the angels were required to

234 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 30-31. Also see, Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia. "lbn
Qutaybah." Encyclopedia Britannica, January 1, 2022.
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prostrate to him.2% This suggests that Ibn Qutayba does not allow the Qur’anic tale to
control the structure of his history.

What distinguishes al-Maarif from other history books, such as al-TabarT’s, is
that Ibn Qutayba’s depiction of biblical figures resembles that of the Torah in various
ways. The author follows the chronological order of the book of the Torah; he begins
his book with the creation account, the story of Adam and his offspring, and then down
to Noah and other prophets. The last part of his book is devoted to the Prophet, the
Companions and those who followed them. Ibn Qutayba seems to quote extensively
from the Torah. He usually makes reference to the books of the Torah. For instance,
he says, “I have read in the first book of the Torah [Genesis].”?%® This statement
suggests that, unlike al-TabarT who relies on narratives that come from transmitters
and converts, Ibn Qutayba consulted the written Torah himself.

Ibn Qutayba’s use of sources is unique. His quotations are of three types; his
direct quotations from the Torah, in which he reveals explicitly whether he has read or
has found them in the book of Torah; the narratives attributed to Wahb Ibn Munabbih
(d.737); and, finally, quotations that come from Ibn Ishaq. Though, the occurrence of
the latter is not consistent. In a few instances, while depicting the life of Jesus, he says,
“| have consulted the Gospels.”?®” Both Wahb and the Torah inform Ibn Qutayba’s
history in substantial ways. Presumably, for Ibn Qutayba, Wahb was as authentic as
the Torah, given his great knowledge of biblical tradition. Adang argues that lbn
Qutabya includes Wahb’s narratives because they reflect the Islamic version of the

biblical narratives. She continues that Wahb might have adopted what fit Muslims’

235 |bn Qutayba, Al-Ma ‘arif (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Almyya, 1987), 8-10.
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tastes, with most of his narratives being deprived of material that contradicts with
Islam.?38 Yet, it might be difficult to claim that Wahb consistently filters his sources to
fit Muslims’ tastes for several reasons. First, most of the narratives quoted by Wahb
are extra-Qur’anic knowledge, and they might not have a parallel in the Islamic sources
to compare with. Second, it has been proved that Ibn Qutayba does not seem worried
about relaying that which is not found in the Qur’an. For instance, Adam’s account
contains several foreign elements that do not exist in the Qur’anic narrative, such as
the serpent.?3® He also places responsibility on the woman who ate from the tree first,
whose husband then followed her in that.24°

A close study of Ibn Qutayba’s section on the biblical figures suggests that lbn
Qutayba used the Torah as a historical source. Adang argues that Ibn Qutayba is the
first Muslim author who supplemented the stories on creation and early history with
passages from the Torah, particularly the book of Genesis. Yet, it is true that Ibn
Qutayba devoted more room to biblical figures familiar to Muslims. Although he
discusses in detail the tales of biblical figures such as Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob, Ibn Qutayba remained silent on figures like Ezekiel and Elisha, who are
relatively unknown to Muslim audience.?*! Ibn Qutayba was confident in relying on the
Torah as an authentic source. In one instance, he compares the genealogy of Abraham
quoted by Wahb against the one that existed in the Torah to make sure that the

narrative of Wahb was authentic.242
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Unlike al-Tabar, Ibn Qutayba appears uninterested in quoting the Qur’anic
narrative of biblical figures. He seems unconcerned with collecting the views of
Muslims of his generation. In other words, it is hard to find, within Ibn Qutayba’s
narratives, quotations from transmitters like Ibn ‘Abbas and Ibn Mas‘td. Furthermore,
he never attempted to include any Qur’anic verses, nor did he refer to any hadith
tradition that is relevant to the topic of discussion. Ibn Qutayba never paid attention to
highlighting his position or justifying it; in most cases he is not worried about reconciling
his quotations. In the story of Adam, the author appears more interested in discussing
Adam’s offspring and their names rather than the story of Adam and his mate in
Paradise. He does not include Adam’s exile from Paradise, nor his quarrel with Iblis.
Interestingly, while discussing the age of Adam, the author juxtaposes contradictory
quotations from the Torah and from a narrative by Wahb.?*3 Yet, despite the
contradiction, he never attempted to reconcile between them, nor did he mention his
preference.?**

The second book attributed to Ibn Qutayba that contains direct quotations from
the Bible is his book on the signs of Muhammed—Dala'il al-Nubuwwa. The book
belongs to a genre which developed from the second half of the eighth century
onwards.?*® The genre stems from the Qur’anic claim that there is a biblical testimony
for Muhammad. Muslims interacted with the Bible to prove the coming of Muhammad.
Furthermore, Jewish converts played a significant role in providing references to

Muhammad from the Bible.?*6 Although Ibn Qutayba’s book is lost, the authenticity of
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this book is attested by other sources; a large section of the book has been preserved
in the book of al-Wafa by lbn al-Jawz1.24”

Ibn Qutayba’s book is considered one of the earliest books of this genre which
was composed in the ninth century. From the tenth century, however, Muslim authors
from other disciplines paid attention to this genre and started to quote biblical material
as a reference for the description of prophet Muhammad.?*® Ibn Qutaybah’s Dala’il al-
Nubuwwa gained popularity for the biblical materials it contains.?*® Surprisingly, lbn
Qutayba not only consulted the book of the Torah but also quoted from the Psalms
and the Gospels. In the section preserved by Ibn al-Jawzl, Ibn Qutayba highlights the
foretelling of Muhammad as a descendant of Ishmael, who was blessed along with his
offspring. Ibn Qutayba also argues that there is a reference to Mecca in the old
scriptures.2°0

It seems that Ibn Qutayba engages with biblical sources in two different ways.
Throughout al-Ma ‘arif, Ibn Qutayba demonstrates knowledge of the books of the Torah
as he quotes extensively from them. However, in his Dala’il, he engages with both the
Old and the New Testaments to prove the prophecy of Muhammad. This might raise a
question about where Ibn Qutabya stands in relation to scriptural falsification and if he
views the Bible as a reliable book at all. It is important to mention that he does not
claim that the name of the Prophet has been mentioned explicitly in biblical sources.
Rather, in most cases, he tends to provide his own interpretation and illustrate how the

Prophet is tacitly referenced in the text. This suggests that Ibn Qutayba understood
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tahrif as the act of giving a wrong interpretation of a text. In the last section of his

Dala’il, he reveals his opinion on tahrif explicitly, saying:

What | have included here is what remains from the earlier books of God which have been
possessed by the People of the Book. They read it and they do not deny its truth except that it
refers to our Prophet. For they will not allow him to be acknowledged publicly. Yet, this is hard
to deny since the name of our Prophet is mentioned in Syriac as mshabbaha. It is undoubtfully
clear that the word mshabbaha refers to Muhammad. 251

From the previous quote, it is clear that Ibn Qutayba admits that what remains in the
possession of the People of the book is the book of God. Surprisingly, he does not
make a distinction between the earlier scriptures and the copy that is possessed by
the People of the Book. Moreover, he recognizes the outward appearance of the
biblical texts as sound, since he uses them himself to argue for the Prophecy of
Muhammad. He does not associate any textual distortion with biblical sources. Yet,
what appears as tahrif to him is the People of the Book’s denial of the interpretation
that alludes to Muhammad.

Similarly, Ibn Qutayba does not question the authenticity of the Jewish scripture.
He follows al-Tabar?’s rationale in the way he addresses Ezra. He speaks highly of
Ezra in al-Ma ‘arif. He states that the Torah was burned, yet Ezra was miraculously

able to restore it.2%? Ibn Qutayba states in al-Ma ‘arif:

As for Ezra, he established the Torah among the Children of Israel after it was destroyed. They
were able to recognize it upon his return to the Levant. A group of them claimed that Ezra was
the son of God. Ezra prayed to God to change his determination [i.e. his prophecy].?%% God
accepted this from him and deleted his name from the list of Prophets. When Ezra is mentioned
among the Children of Israel, no one recalls his prophecy.25

251 |bn al-Jawzzl, al-Wafa, 124-125.

252 |bn Qutayba, Al-Ma ‘arif, 29. Also see Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 225-226.

253 In my translation, | tried my best to make sense of this narrative. It is not clear, according to this
narrative, why Ezra was not happy about his role and why he asked God to remove his name from the
prophets. Presumably, Ezra was troubled by his people’s claim, that he was the son of God. He asked
God to be forgotten, and he was. When his people mention his name, no one remember his prophecy.
254 |bn Qutayba, Al-Ma ‘arif, 29.
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Obviously, Ezra is depicted positively through the writings of al-TabarT and Ibn
Qutayba. His miraculous role in restoring the book of the Torah is appreciated.

In contrast, Ibn Hazm, unlike the previous authors, portrays Ezra in a negative
way. He is the first author to do this in Islamic history. According to Ibn Hazm (d. 1064),
the book of the Torah was intentionally corrupted and falsified by Ezra. He was
described by Ibn Hazm as a liar and a heretic as he intentionally attributed lies to God’s
words and His prophets.?%® In addition, Yafeh suggests that Ibn Hazm is the first one
to depict Ezra as wicked and deceitful. Yafeh argues that perhaps he is the one who
raised the Islamic argument against the Bible and possibly other Muslim authors
followed him in his attack.?%® Later, in chapter three, | will shed light on Ibn Taymiyya’s
position on Ezra and how he decided to adopt a neutral tone as he refused to charge
Ezra with the distortion of the Torah. Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyya did not accept the
fact that Ezra is infallible, due to the lack of evidence.?®’
Al-Ya‘'qubr
Ibn Wadah al-Ya'qubt (d. 905) is one of the early historians who lived during the
‘Abbasid period. He was interested in writing about history and culture. He travelled to
various territories such as the Levant, Morocco, and al-Andalus and was finally buried
in Egypt.2%8 Al-Ya'qubT documented his travel experiences and wrote about many of
the places he visited in his famous book al-Buldan. Al-Ya'qubr also compiled one of
the oldest books on history, that is, Ta rikh al-Ya ‘qabi, in which he quotes extensively

from biblical sources available during his time. His Ta'rikh al-Ya'qubr was written

255 Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds, 67.

256 Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds, 68-89.

257 |bn Taymiyya, al- Jawab, lll, 38.

2% Ta'rikh al-Ya‘qabr (al-Najaf: Matba‘t al-Ghara, 1939), |. The book includes a short biography of the
author. Also see Ta 'rikh al-Ya‘qibi, ed. ‘Abd al-Amir Muhana (Beirut: Shirkit Al- A‘lamTt [imatbd‘at,
2010), 1, 5-27.
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towards the end of the ninth century, and it resembles other books, such as the ones
from al-TabarT and Ibn Qutayba. Ta rikh al-Ya ‘qabris divided into two main sections.?%°
The first part introduces pre-Islamic history and biblical stories. The second part,
however, presents the story of Muhammad, his Companions and, finally, the
successive Caliphs and their achievements.?%° Following the chronological order of the
Hebrew Bible, al-Ya'qlb1 begins the first section with the creation story followed by
biblical prophets and then the time of Jesus.?%' He also includes a brief on the four
Gospels and Jewish law.262

It is important to mention that al-Ya'qubrt is not interested in illustrating the
historical narratives, rather he chooses to highlight significant aspects of biblical
stories. He is most interested in discussing the genealogy of the prophets, such as
Adam’s offspring, their names, and their descendants. Similarly, while writing on
Jacob, he briefly retells the story of Joseph in a few lines and appears uninterested in
the Qur’anic accounts of Joseph. Rather, he provides more room to discuss Jacob’s
descendants.?83

Accordingly, he produces a brief version of the biblical figures mentioned in al-
TabarT and Ibn Qutayba. Unfortunately, the first few pages of part one that include the
author’s introduction, and some sections of the creation account, have been lost. Yet,
luckily, al-Ya'qubrt states his methodology clearly in the second volume of the book
when he comes to discuss the Prophet’s times and his Companions. It is not difficult

to assume that the author applied a similar approach in the first part when he discussed

2% Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 182.

260 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 182.

261 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 37.
262 Ta’rikh al-Ya‘qabi, |, 54-63, 28-33.

263 Ta'rikh al-Ya‘qabr, 1, 2-7, 21-22.
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the biblical figures. Al-Ya'qubt points out that he preferred not to relate historical
reports that might lack veracity. Rather, he attempted to collect verified reports and
narrate the historical events that have been confirmed by his ancestors. In his

introduction to the second part of his Ta’rikh he states:

After we have finished the first part in which we briefly illustrated the creation account, the
reports of the ancient nations and the diverse kingdoms, we compiled this part in which we
gathered the narratives of antecedent scholars and transmitters. It also contains authors who
wrote on history, historiography, and historical reports. Yet, we did not decide to write this book
to merely gather what reached us from those historical accounts. Rather, we aimed to collect
the accounts that reached the status of consensus among previous authors. Since we found
that the historians before us have gathered contradictory reports and they disagreed among
themselves, we aimed only to collect reports that were verified by our ancestors.254

Similar to Ibn Qutayaba, Al-Ya'qubT tends to quote extensively, and also paraphrase,
from the Bible. Griffith states that it was easy for scholars to recognize the debt he
owed to the biblical material preserved in the Cave of Treasures and other Syriac
exegetical material.?%® Throughout his book, he makes reference to the People of the
Book. For instance, he says, “| heard from the People of the Book” or “I knew from the
People of the Book”. Yet, he is not interested in providing more details about the
narrators or revealing his sources. On several occasions, he even omits the source of
his narrative. One reason for this is perhaps what he states clearly in his introduction,
that most of the reports he cited are verified by other historians. He considers
discussing their isnads to be insignificant. Al-Ya'qubl also seems uninterested in
claiming his sources since he agrees to collect the well-known reports from other

historians. Yet, the fact that he used a generic name, i.e., People of the Book leaves

264 Ta’rikh al-Ya‘qabi, 11, 2-3.
265 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 184.
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one wondering whether he had direct access to the Torah, or if he merely consulted
people with authority, such as Ka‘b and Wahb.266

Although al-Ya‘'qubr’s reading of the Bible is coloured by the Qur’an, he seems
unique in allowing the biblical text to speak for itself.?%” Yet, this is not to deny that he
has been selective in many cases, particularly when he encounters an account that
contradicts Islamic belief. Adang suggests that al-Ya qubr1, while consulting the Cave
of Treasures, appears to omit many of the Christian typologies and inserts Islamic
ones.?%8 Similarly, when he re-tells the tales of biblical prophets, he seems to Islamicize
several parts of the biblical narratives to fit his Muslim audience. For example, when
he discusses the four Gospels and comes to presenting Jesus’ death and his
resurrection, he imposes the Qur’anic understanding and refuses Jesus’ death on the
cross. He even quotes the Qur’anic narrative to illustrate the rest of the story.?%°
Furthermore, he highlights the tales of the prophets that are familiar to the Muslim
audience; he introduces the Qur’anic names for them and, in some cases, rectifies
what the Bible says by imposing the Islamic understanding of the stories he
discusses.?’? It is also true that al-Ya'qubt integrated the Qur’anic narrative and
allowed the Qur’anic verses to frame his stories. For instance, when he discusses
Abraham and his progeny, he is more interested in highlighting the events that were
presented in the Qur’an, such as Abraham’s encounter with the king of Canaan,

Nimrod, the story of Hager and Ishmael in Mecca, and the story of the two strangers

266 Griffith pays attention to al-Ya“'qlbT's sources and whether he consulted the Cave of Treasures in
their original language, for more information see Giriffith, The Bible in Arabic, 186.

267 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 183.

268 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 117.

269 Ta'rikh al-Ya 'qubr, |, 61-62.

210 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 188.
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[angles] who visited Abraham and gave him the good news of Isaac.?’! It is worth
mentioning that al-Ya“'qabr is not interested in reconciling his sources, nor does he
appear keen to reveal his preference. When discussing the account of the binding
victim, he states that there is a debate on whether the binding victim is Isaac or
Ishmael. Yet, he does not explicitly state his opinion.?"2

From a close study of al-Ya'qubT's history, it seems obvious that al-Ya“‘qubrt
relies heavily on biblical materials. Yet, he appears not to question their reliability.
Accordingly, he does not view tahrif as an obstacle to accepting evidence from the
Torah. When he comes to discuss the transmission

of the Torah, he contends that the Torah survived after it was lost. While
discussing the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, he
provides a brief account of the restoration of the Torah.2”2 Yet unlike al-TabarT and lbn
Qutayba, Ezra seems not to play any role in the restoration of the Torah. Rather, al-

Ya'qubr considers Zerubbabel as the one who restored the book of the Torah. He says:

It was Zerubbabel who rescued the Torah from the well along with the rest of the prophets’
Books. He found them in the same status as when they were buried by Nebuchadnezzar.
Nothing was burned nor perished from those copies. Zerubbabel copied the book of the Torah
and the prophets’ Books, and he was the first one to do that.?7*

Conclusion

Although the Qur’an is believed to be an important source on the doctrine of tahrif, it
is primarily concerned with the mistreatment of the old scriptures by its adherents.
Several verses in the Qur'an warn the People of Scripture not to conceal, twist or

distort their own scripture. The Qur’an, however, never claims that there are biblical

271 Ta’rikh al-Ya‘qubi, 1, 15-17.

272 Ta’rikh al-Ya‘qubi, 1, 18-19.

273 Griffith, The Bible in Arabic, 184.
274 Ta’rikh al-Ya‘qubi, |, 50.
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texts that have been lost or rewritten. The ambivalent Qur’'anic approach to the theme
of tahrif left exegetes with many options to supply the narrative of tampering. They
appear to resort to external elements to place the charge of tahrif in context.
Accordingly, most of the Qur’anic verses on tahrif were understood to refer to the
Jewish community living during the Prophet’s time. Although the Qur’anic accusation
of scriptural falsification charges the People of the Book in general for concealing the
truth, many Muslim authors place a greater responsibility upon the rabbis who misled
their people and limited their access to the scripture that was revealed to Moses.
Al-Tabarr’s Qur’anic commentary is useful because it provides a rich
commentary on the theme of tahrif. Al-Tabart collects much of the exegetes’ opinions
which reached him. His Tafsir demonstrates the disparity in the conception of tahrif
amongst early Muslims. However, it might seem dangerous to consider his Qur’'anic
commentaries on fahrif as his general understanding of the topic, since he chooses
not to disclose his preference. Presumably, it is safe to claim that the theme of tahrif is
never discussed in al-Tabar’'s commentaries except in his straightforward
interpretations of the tahrif verses. His book of history, however, stands as a good
example in which al-TabarT appears more confident in quoting biblical elements without
questioning their reliability, or at least classifying them in a lower category. It has been
proved that al-TabarT never considered tahrif as an obstacle that stopped him from
seeking more details from the People of the Book. Yet, it is hard to say that al-Tabari
was not selective in the parts he opted to include in his depiction of the biblical figures.
In other words, the Qur’anic story for al-TabarT was the starting point, and he would
then go on to fill in the narrative gaps with what reached him from biblical traditions. It

is also true that early Muslims consulted biblical accounts that had parallels in the
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Qur’an. For example, most of the narratives al-Tabart included trace back to the book
of Genesis or the book of Deuteronomy, where there is a reference to the creation
story and the biblical prophets, but it is hard to find a discussion on other topics, such
as law or ethics.?

A close study of early authors such as al-Tabar1, Ibn Qutayba and al-Ya'qab1
demonstrates the familiarity of early Muslims with biblical sources and their reliance on
them to supply the details that are missing from the Qur’anic narrative. Yet, the
utilization of the biblical lore varies among early Muslims to a great extent. Authors,
such as al-TabarT1, show confidence in consulting Jewish converts and transmitters who
are considered authorities on biblical lore. Ibn Qutayba and al-Ya‘qubt, however,
appear to have direct access to the Torah, and even to the Gospels in the case of al-
Ya'qubr.

Examples from al- Tabari, Ibn Qutayba and al-Ya'qdbr illustrated how biblical
materials were part of various genres during the formative period of Islam. The
distribution of biblical material through the early Islamic literature appears to reflect
Muslim attitudes towards the old scriptures. Contrary to the dominant view that Muslim
authors have quoted from the Bible to argue for the prediction of Muhammad, it was
obvious that Muslims relied on biblical material as historical sources. The Bible was
used as a historical source to provide more details on the biblical prophets mentioned
in the Qur’an and for apologetical purposes. There are substantial sections on the
testimonies of the prophethood of Muhammad found in the book of Ibn Ishaq and Ibn

Qutayba.

275 Amal Rabyy‘, Al- IsraTliyyat ff Tafsir al-TabrT (Cairo: The Ministry of Endowment, 2001), 378.
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The theme of tahrif seems not to hinder early Muslims, nor to stop them from
quoting extensively from the Bile. When discussing the transmission of the Torah, early
authors took a moderate view on Ezra as the one who restored the Torah after it was
lost. His role was appreciated and there is no reference that he had made any changes
to the copies he produced. Yet, while Muslim authors showed a relaxed manner in
quoting from pre-Qur’anic scripture, they seemed, in many cases, concerned about
their audience. In the examples of Ibn Qutayba and al-Ya'qubr, there was a tendency
to not only Islamicize many of their quotations to satisfy the Muslim audience but also,
they seem selective in consulting what fits Muslims’ tastes.

Muslim authors appear to prioritize the sections which cover biblical prophets
mentioned in the Qur'an over those of non-Islamic prophets who are foreign to the
Qur’anic narrative. In addition, Christian and Jewish converts seemed to have an
instrumental role in introducing the biblical typology to Islam. Biblical quotations that
came from converts, like Wahb, are considered as authoritative as the Torah. In the
coming chapters, when | am discussing Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir, there will be a
shift in the interest of the Muslim authors from simply quoting from the earlier scriptures
to Islamicizing those narratives to fit the Islamic system of belief. Muslims seem to
create their own distinct versions of salvific history. As Walid Saleh points out, “Muslims
had developed their own alternative narratives of the salvific history of monotheism;
they could thus afford to reject the previous scripture fully while insisting that they were
its inheritors.” They insisted that they held the correct version of this shared religious

heritage.?”®

276 Walid A. Saleh, “A Fifteenth-Century Muslim Hebraist: Al-Biga‘T and His Defence of Using the Bible to
Interpret the Qur’'an,”in Speculum 83, no. 3 (2008): 62954 at 633.
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Chapter 3: The Theorisation of the Term Isra’iliyyat, lbn Taymiyya

It was previously argued that the appearance of the term isra’iliyyat had no direct
relation to the biblical narratives cited by early historians, exegetes, and the authors of
the tales of the prophets. Yet, despite the wide use of material that came to be known
later as isra miyyat in early Muslim literature, Ibn Taymiyya appears to be the first to
theorise this term in his short treatise Mugaddima fi Usdl al-Tafsir (An Introduction to
the Principles of Tafsir).2’” For Ibn Taymiyya isra Tliyyat material refer to the narratives
that come from the People of the Book which he explicitly identifies as being unreliable.
Ibn Taymiyya argues in his Mugaddima that materials beyond that which is found in
the Qur’an and hadith are of no value to Muslims. Moreover, they can only be accepted
if they are in agreement with the Qur’an and reliable hadith. In this framework, such
materials have no independent worth.2”® Ibn Taymiyya'’s theory laid the foundation for
the complete rejection of isra’iliyyat material by modern Muslim scholars in the
twentieth century.?”® Furthermore, his influence can be seen in the work of exegetes
like Ibn Kathir. Many Western scholars, such as Calder and Rippin, claim that the
systematic use of the term appears with Ibn Kathir.280 Similarly, Tottoli argues that
although Ibn Taymiyya used the term isra’liyyat to refer to materials of Jewish origin,
he did not systematically use the term. Tottoli insists that |lbn Taymiyya in his

Mugaddima did not use the term isra’lliyyat systematically. For Tottoli, the very fact

277 |bn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fr Usdl al-Tafsir, ed. ‘Adnan Zarzar (Kuwait: Dar al-Qur'an al-Karim,
1971).

278 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 56.

219 See Jane Dammen McAuliffe. “Assessing the Isra’lliyyat: An Exegetical Conundrum,” in Story
Telling in the Framework of Non-Fictional Arabic Literature (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 1998),
345-69. McAuliffe states that the term takes a political direction when it is used for charges of Jewish
or Zionist religo-cultural infiltration. Also see Walid Saleh “Preliminary Remarks on the Historiography
of Tafsir in Arabic: A History of the Book Approach,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 12 (2010), 6-44.
Saleh stresses the importance of Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise and its influence in modern times; it took less
than a decade before Ibn Taymiyya’s theory became an unstoppable force on the hermeneutical level.
280 Tottoli, “Origin and Use of the Term Isra’Tliyyat,” 193
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that Ibn Taymiyya uses the term al-ahadith al- isra’iliyya and not isra’iliyyat is clear
evidence that Ibn Taymiyya does not make systematic use of it. According to Tottoli, it
was Ibn Kathir who systematically used the term isra fliyyat.?8" Yet, the popularity of
Ibn Kathir derives from his consistent application of principles articulated by his master
Ibn Taymiyya. Ibn Kathir copied the last two chapters of Ibn Taymiyya'’s treatise and
applied them in both history and tafsir.?8? It is important to note that this thesis takes
isra’Mliyyat and ahadith isra’iliyya to be synonymous. Unlike Tottoli, who claims that Ibn
Taymiyya did not use the term isra lliyyat systematically in his Mugaddima because he
uses the term ahadith isra’iliyya, this chapter contends that Ibn Taymiyya refers to
isra’fliyyat material using various terms including ahadith isra’iliyya and isra’iliyyat.
Upon examining Ibn Taymiyya’s usage of the term including the instances pointed out
by Tottoli, it becomes apparent that Ibn Taymiyya’s exploration of isra lliyyat material
primarily revolves around their validity within the Islamic tradition. Ibn Taymiyya
consistently questioned whether isra’iliyyat material possessed a reliable chain of
transmitters to the prophet. In his short treatise on Ahadith al-Qussas (the hadiths of
storytellers)?®® |bn Taymiyya complied approximately eighty hadiths which were
propagated by storytellers despite their lack of reliability. He employs the term
israiliyyat to denote those narratives coming from the People of the Book and lacking

authenticity. He says, “This is mentioned in isréiliyyat, and it does not have a valid

281 Tottoli, “Origin and Use of the Term Isra’Tliyyat,” 202.

282 See Younus Y. Mirza “Ibn Taymiyya as Exegete: Moses’ Father-in-Law and the Messengers in
Sdrat Ya Sin,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 19, no. 1 (2017): 39-71. Mirza argues that, despite the fact
that modern scholarship tends to classify Ibn Taymiyya as a jurist and theologian, the Arabic sources
consider him an exegete. Mirza reflects on a small treatise of Ibn Taymiyya and claims that not only
did he engage with tafsir in theory through the Mugaddima, but he also started to implement his theory
through the exegetical tradition.

283 |bn Taymiyya, Ahadith Al-Qussas, ed. Muhammad LutfT al- Sabbagh (Beirut: Almaktab al-’Islamr,
1985).
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isnad to the Prophet.”?* Equally in his Mugaddima when discussing the validity of
various types of tafsir, Ibn Taymiyya indicates that narratives that are taken from the
People of the book have to undergo critical evaluation. He continues that such
narratives are usually transmitted by Ka'b and Wahb. Ibn Taymiyya explicitly states
that the purpose of writing his Mugaddima is to differentiate between authentic and
unauthentic interpretations. He establishes his approach to evaluating inherited
traditions found in the books of tafsir. Ibn Taymiyya asserts that if a tradition has an
unbroken chain to the Prophet, it is accepted; otherwise, it is rejected. Towards the
end of his treatise, he argues that ahadith isra’iliyya is utilized not as evidence, but as
mere embellishment for Qur’anic narratives or to enhance the general understating of
the biblical stories. The term ahadith isra’iliyya is equally used to refer to the narratives

that come from the People of the book.

Therefore, this chapter suggests that Ibn Taymiyya uses the phrase ahadith
isré’lliyya and isra’iliyyat equally. In his Muqaddima, Ibn Taymiyya utilizes the phrase
“ahadith isra’iliyya” to indicate that his discussion focuses on the transmission of such
narratives rather than their content. The term “ahadith” is not simply translated as
“stories” as Tottoli did but it functions as a methodological term signifying the approach
Ibn Taymiyya employs to evaluate isra liyyat literature. For Ibn Taymiyya israiliyyat
traditions must be filtered through the lens of hadith. In the light of this, | will consider
ahadrith isra’iliyya and isra’lliyyat as interchangeable terms. When discussing lbn
Taymiyya’s examination of the biblical narrative in his Mugaddima, | will adhere to the

term he employs, ahadith isra’iliyya. Yet, when expressing his general stance on

284 |bn Taymiyya, Ahadith Al-Qussas, 54.
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isra’Miyyat traditions, | will use the term “isra’iliyyat”. Moreover, this section will delve
deeper than Tottoli's analysis of Ibn Taymiyya's utilization of the term by investigating

Ibn Taymiyya’s theorisation of isra iliyyat.

Ibn Taymiyya articulated two principal criticisms of the material he called ahadith
isré’fliyya. Its epistemic value in and of itself, and the questionable authenticity of the
Bible. Regarding epistemic value, lbn Taymiyya criticises early Muslims’
epistemological desire for what he calls unnecessary knowledge that is not presented
in the Qur’an. He states that exceeding the Qur’anic boundaries and seeking further
details is of no benefit; Ibn Taymiyya confirms the self-sufficiency of the Islamic
scripture. He claims that the Qur’an is not only a comprehensive book but an
exhaustive source and its wordings are clear to all Muslims. Furthermore, the Prophet
explained the meaning of the Qur'an and it was transmitted via reliable transmitters
from one generation to another.?®> Seemingly, the prophetic interpretation is the only
authoritative one for Ibn Taymiyya. His method presupposes, and insists, that there is
one authoritative way to interpret the Qur’an, rather than multiple permissible ways.
By doing so, Ibn Taymiyya appears to restrict the various interpretations of the Qur’'an
that were inherited by the Muslim community to merely the interpretation that was
transmitted from the Prophet through successive transmitters. This restriction on the
breadth of interpretation causes the rejection of isra fliyyat. Regarding the questionable
authority of the Bible, Ibn Taymiyya rejects isra’lliyyat on the basis that the Bible may

not have been transmitted accurately through successive generations.

285 |bn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, 35.
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Taken together, he argues that any knowledge can only be accepted based on
two criteria. Firstly, it has to come from an infallible source, usually a prophet, who
cannot err in his message. Secondly, it has to be transmitted through successive
transmitters, generation after generation. Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya gives more weight to
the authorship of knowledge, and he questions the infallibility of the Bible’s authors. In
his Mugaddima fi Usdl al-Tafsir, he argues that knowledge has to come from an
infallible source.?88 In his al-Jawab, he argues that prophets must be infallible and thus
cannot make a mistake in their message.?®” On the second point, he draws a parallel
between the Companions of the Prophet and the Disciples of Jesus. Ibn Taymiyya
contends that the Companions and Disciples are fallible as they could have easily
erred in transmitting knowledge. Therefore, the knowledge they transfer must undergo
critical evaluation.288

Eventually, Ibn Taymiyya’'s view on the transmission of the Bible led him to
argue that some parts of the Bible were distorted (muharraf) during transmission. For
that reason, Biblical narratives cannot be accepted within the body of Qur’anic
exegesis unless they are supported by Qur’anic proofs. In this chapter, | investigate
Ibn Taymiyya’s view of the Bible and how this led him to the rejection of isra’iliyyat
material on two grounds: its superfluousness (because of the exhaustive revelation in
the Qur’an) and its inauthenticity (because of its unreliable transmission). Unlike early
exegetes who were confident in quoting and transmitting biblical narratives, Ibn

Taymiyya claims that isra’iliyyat material are to be subjected to critical examination.

286 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 33.

287 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab al-Sahih li-man Baddal Din al-Masih ed. Ali Ibn Nassr, Abed al-'Az1z al-
‘askar, Hamdan Ibn al- Hamdan (Saudi Arabia, Ryad: Dar al-'‘Asama, 1999), Il, 83.

288 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, 11, 80.
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He offers a new hermeneutical paradigm in which Qur'anic commentary is to be
evaluated by hadith methodology. Ibn Taymiyya also draws a parallel between the
Bible and hadith literature. Accordingly, he considers the Bible as the second source
of religious knowledge.

In the first part of this chapter, | will examine Ibn Taymiyya’s theory in which he
questions various interpretations of the Qur’an, including biblical narratives, and | will
suggest ways in which this theory reflects his background as a hadith scholar. In the
second part, | will highlight his position on the transmission of the Bible and draw
attention to two of his conclusions: the false analogy between the Qur’an and the Bible
and the questionable parallel between the Bible and the Sunna. The focus will be on
two important works of Ibn Taymiyya in which he developed his theory. The first is his
aforementioned short treatise Mugaddima fi Usdl al-Tafsir and the second is his book
titled al-Jawab al-Sahih li-man baddala din al-Masih (the Correct Response to those
who Changed the Religion of Christ). While in his Mugaddima Ibn Taymiyya introduces
the term ahadith isra’iliyya as a reference to the unreliable interpretations that come
from the People of the Book and the proper treatment of them, he does not explicitly
reveal his position towards the Bible. With his al-Jawab however, | will delve into a
deeper discussion to address how |Ibn Taymiyya views the Bible, particularly the
concept of alteration. Finally, in the last part, | will answer the obvious question: did Ibn

Taymiyya’s position towards the Bible become an obstacle for his engagement with it?

Ibn Taymiyya wrote a short epistle to argue that Moses’ father-in-law was not

the Arab prophet Shu‘ayb. He engaged with the biblical narratives to clarify the

ambiguity around the prophet Shu‘ayb. In doing so, | aim to ask if Ibn Taymiyya
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succeeded in applying the hermeneutical principles which he laid out in his
Mugaddima. In order to trace the development of Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas, this chapter
will follow the chronological order of Ibn Taymiyya’s works. | will start with Mugaddima
which, as Mirza states, was written sometime in his mid-career, and then | will move
on to al-Jawab al-Sahih and his treatise on Shu‘ayb which is believed to have been
written during the same time towards the end of his career. Yet, before proceeding, a
short outline of Ibn Taymiyya’'s background may be useful. The life and the
contributions of Ibn Taymiyya were studied widely among scholars of various genres.
Yet, this introduction will serve the aim of highlighting his training and interest in topics
that are relevant to this research such as hadith, tafsir and his interest in refuting other
religions.

Ibn Taymiya was a Hanball polymath scholar and one of the most prominent
scholars of the late medieval period.?®° He was born in Harran and came to settle in
Damascus to flee the Mongol invasion.??° Al-Dhahabt speaks of Ibn Taymiyya'’s talent
in obtaining knowledge of various topics in Tarjamat Shaykh al-Islam. He states that
Ibn Taymiyya studied several of the Islamic disciplines upon his arrival in Damascus,
including tafsir, hadith, and jurisprudence. He continues that Ibn Taymiyya gave
greater attention to the hadith science and had an in-depth understanding of the
diverse collections of hadith. Al-Dhahabt continues that Ibn Taymiyya was easily able
to distinguish between sound and weak hadith, and his knowledge of the science of

hadith was said to be distinct from that of others at the time. It was said that “any hadith

289 The Hanball school gives more weight to revealed texts such as the Qur’an and hadith from the
Companions and Successors over analogy. For more information on the development of Hanbalt
theology see: Jon Hoover, “Hanball Theology” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed.
Sabine Schmidtke, 2016, 625—46.

290 Carl Sharif EI-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation: A Study of Dar’ Ta‘arud Al-‘aq!
Wa-I-Nagl (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2019), 86.
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that Ibn Taymiyya does not know is not a hadith.”?®' Mirza explains Ibn Taymiyya’s
acquaintance with the hadith science through his historical background. Ibn Taymiyya
lived during the Mamlik period (1250-1517), which witnessed the rise of hadith
centres that were devoted to the study of hadith.?°? Ibn Taymiyya reached a high level
of hadith knowledge, such that he was appointed to the position of head of Dar al-
Hadith al-Sukriyya.?®®> We will devote more room to discussing how Ibn Taymiyya’s
evaluation of the Bible was based on hadith methodology. Ibn Taymiyya was also
known to teach Qur anic exegesis at the famous Umayyad Mosque when he was only
twenty-two years old.?®* Similarly many scholars spoke of Ibn Taymiyya’s
acquaintance with jurisprudence which was not limited to merely the Hanbalt school.
Rather, he was an expert in various schools of law. Al-Dhahabt attributes lbn
Taymiyya’s unique interest in learning various topics at an early age to his origin and
upbringing, as he came from a Hanbali family and his father was a great imam in his
time.2% This enabled Ibn Taymiyya to teach at an early age, as he replaced one of his
teachers in the hanbalil Madrasa in Damascus after his death.2%

Ibn Taymiyya’s writings also suggest that he was well grounded in various topics like
theology, philosophy and Sufism, and he produced a sizable body of work in which he
critiqued these genres. Several of those texts have extensive documentation and have

been the subject of scholarly discussions.?®” Ibn Taymiyya is known for his harsh

291 Al-Hafiz al-Dhahabrt, Tarjamit Shikh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya, ed. Khalid Ibn Soliman al-Rab‘1
(Damascus: Dar al- Risalah al-‘Alamya, 2013), 66.

292 Mirza, “The Disciples as Companions: Ibn Taymiyya’s and Ibn Al-Qayyim’s Evaluation of the
Transmission of the Bible,” Medieval Encounters 24, no. 5-6 (March 2018): 530-60 at 535.

293 Mirza, “Ibn Taymiyya as Exegete,” 39.

294 Mirza, “Ibn Taymiyya as Exegete,” 39.

295 Al-Dhahabl, Tarjamit Shikh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya, 62.

2% E|-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 80.

297 |bn Taymiyya rejects Islamic philosophy on the basis of its use of Greek philosophy. On creed, he
wrote one of the most famous pieces against Ash‘arT theology which was known as al-Fatwa al-
Hamawiyya al-Kubra. He also denounced many of the Suff practices during his time, particularly
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criticism of many Islamic sects whom, according to him, introduced innovations and
are to be considered a deviation from the early corpus of the salaf. Michel suggests
that Ibn Taymiyya “seemed best able to say what Islam is (or should be) by pointing
up its contradistinction to what Islam is not (or must not become).”2%8

Similarly, he attacked other religions and religious figures, such as Christian
popes for misleading people and introducing innovations into the original message of
Christ. Ibn Taymiyya showed a particular interest in his writings on refuting other
religions.?®®* Among lbn Taymiyya’s polemical writings are his writings against other
religions, such as Christianity and Judaism.3% |t is debatable whether this type of
writing is polemical since Ibn Taymiiya’s aim was to instruct his fellow Muslims to learn
from the mistakes made by other religious groups, and not necessarily to attack other
religions. Then there is his prominent work al-Jawab al- Sahih.3°' The work is believed
to have been a response to a treatise sent to Ibn Taymiyya by Christians in Cyprus.

He aims to address several questions raised by Paul of Antioch, the bishop of Sidon,

against what is called tawassul. According to him, this practice violates the oneness of God since it
shifts the believer’s focus from God to created beings. Ibn Taymiyya also wrote a treatise to denounce
the visiting of righteous people’s graves. For more on Ibn Taymiyya’s intellectual profile see, El-
Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation.

298 Tomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity, cited in Saleh, “lbn Taymiyya
and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 158.

299 1t is worth noting that some of Ibn Taymiyya’s writings were composed as a reaction to a particular
incident. In one example, Ibn Taymiyya penned a significant essay in response to a Christian cleric who
insulted the Prophet. Ibn Taymiyya discussed the punishment of insulting the Prophet in his treatise.
See Ibn Taymiyya. Al- Sarim al-Masldl ‘ala Shatim al-Rasal. ed. Muhammed Muhrt al-Din, 1983.

300 Another polemical work that was written by Ibn Taymiyya is the treatise titled al-Risala al-
Qubrusiyya (the letter to Cyprus). This letter was written to the king of Cyprus to ask him to treat the
Muslim captives in his custody with respect. Ibn Taymiyya’s main purpose was to request protection
for the Muslim prisoners held by the Cyprian king. Ibn Taymiyya also discusses the religion of
Christianity and how it perverted their original faith, and he never forgets to condemn philosophy as a
practise, and he criticises Christian popes for suppressing the Christian faith in favour of paganism.
They are also accountable for deceiving their people and introducing innovation into Christ's original
teaching. Similarly, Ibn Taymiyya criticises Jews for murdering and betraying their prophets. See, lbn
Taymiyya. Al-Risala al-Qubrusiyya. (Cairo: Al- Matba‘a al-Salafiyya ,1974), 14-16. Also see Michel, A
Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity, 74.

301 There is an English guide to his book by Tomas Michel who provides an introduction to the book
and a fair translation in English. See Ibn Taymiyyah and Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologian's
Response to Christianity: Ibn Taymiyyah Al-Jawab Al-Sahih. (Delmar, NY: Caravan Books, 1984).
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who argues for the historical veracity of the Christian text.3%? In this book lbn Taymiyya
introduces his treatment of the scriptural falsification of the Bible. | shall come back to
discuss this in the coming pages.

Ibn Taymiyya’s contribution to the field of Qur’anic commentary is distinguished
by the fact that he was the first to produce a treatise on the science of tafsir. There are
several Arabic sources that describe Ibn Taymiyya as an exegete. For instance, al-
Dhahabrt praises Ibn Taymiyya for his skills in the science of tafsir and describes him
as a skilful exegete in the real sense. His expertise with the science of tafsir enabled
him to correct many of the mistakes of the early exegetes.3%® Similarity, Ibn Hajar al-
‘Asqalant (d. 1449) speaks of Ibn Taymiyya as an exegete in his tarjamat.3%* Clearly,
al-Dhahabt and Ibn Hajar revealed a side to Ibn Taymiyya that remained unknown to
Western scholars for many years. It is significant here to ask whether Ibn Taymiyya is
considered an exegete in the real sense. For several years, Ibn Taymiyya was merely
known as a jurist and theologian, but not as an exegete.?%® One of the reasons lbn
Taymiyya was not described as an exegete is perhaps what Mirza describes as “the
narrow definition we give to tafsir.”3% Although Ibn Taymiyya had great knowledge of
the science of the Qur'anic commentary, he did not provide a complete Qur’anic
commentary similar to those who preceded him, such as al-TabarT and al-Razi. Yet,
Western scholars have recently started to pay attention to Ibn Taymiyya'’s influential
treatise, Mugaddima. The importance of this work, as Saleh states, is that it is not only

considered the first theory on Qur’anic interpretation to be written as a separate

302 |bn Taymiyyah and Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity, 89.

303 Al-Dhahabrt, Tarjamit Shikh al-Islam, 67.

304 |bn Hajar al-'Asqalant, Tarjamat Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya (Beirut: Dar Ibn Hazm, 1998), 39.
305 Mirza, “Ibn Taymiyya as Exegete,” 39.

306 Mirza, “Ibn Taymiyya as Exegete,” 40.
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treatise. Rather, it is considered a judgement of the whole tafsir genre.?%” Yet, the
triumph of what Saleh called “radical hermeneutics” would not appear before the 20"
century.308

Ibn Taymiyya is considered the first to theorise a new hermeneutical program
of Qur’anic interpretation in a separate treatise. Yet, this is not to deny the enormous
efforts of the exegetes who preceded him. Most of the previous exegetes preferred to
introduce their hermeneutical theory within a larger commentary. Ibn Taymiyya, on the
other hand, did not compile a full Qur’anic commentary. Rather, he offered his theory
in his short treatise. He restricted Qur’anic interpretation to solely the early generation
of Muslims—the salaf. This early corpus, according to him, was prophetic in origin.3%°
His treatise was important to his student Ibn Kathir, who attempted to put his master’s
theory into practice in both his Qur’anic commentary and his work of history. The risk
of Ibn Taymiyya’s radical hermeneutics, however, is that it restricts an exegete’s ability
to provide any interpretation besides the interpretations inherited from the authorities
of the first generations of Islam. Furthermore, it influenced modern Muslim exegetes
and changed their perception of Qur’anic exegesis.3'°

In his Mugaddima, Ibn Taymmiya listed ahadith israiliyya under what he called

“‘questionable interpretations” which can only be accepted after a critical

307 Walid Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics: An Analysis of ‘An Introduction
to the Foundations of Qur’anic Exegesis,” in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, ed. Yossef Rapoport and
Shahab Ahmed (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2010), 124.

308 Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 125. Saleh in his “Preliminary
Remark” gives the example of the work of contemporary scholar Muhmmad al-Dhahabr. His book on
tafsir has been influenced by Ibn Taymiyya, and, despite being an Azhari scholar, the author shows a
great influence by Ibn Taymiyya'’s theory of tafsir. Saleh came to conclude that Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise
had a great influence on the history of tafsir, particularly in modern times. See, Walid Saleh
“Preliminary Remarks on the Historiography of Tafsir in Arabic: A History of the Book Approach,”
Journal of Qur’anic Studies 12 (2010). Also, see Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical
Hermeneutics,” 256.

309 Saleh, “Preliminary Remarks,” 10.

310 Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 154.
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examination.3'! Yet, it is significant that the term ahadith israiliyya does not appear in
Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise until the final section. He first aims to list various interpretations
that existed in tafsir literature, and he then evaluates them. The term ahadith isra fliyya
does not appear haphazardly in his work. Rather, it was used to refer to a certain type
of interpretation that originated from the People of the Book and does not have a
successive chain to a divine source. The presence of the term ahadith isra’iliyya
appears in the context of providing various examples of inauthentic interpretations. lbn
Taymiyya views ahadith isra’iliyya as an example of inconsequential material that is
found in books of Qur’'anic exegesis, but do not originate from a divine source. lbn
Taymiyya argues that, even in cases when those reports are confirmed by the Qur’an,
they still cannot be utilized as evidence, but as mere embellishment for Qur’anic
narratives or to enhance the general understating of the biblical stories.3'?

The reason for compiling a treatise on the various methods of interpretations,
as Ibn Taymiyya declares, is to enable the reader to distinguish between reliable and
unreliable interpretations. Ibn Taymiyya thus wanted to equip the would-be exegete
with the necessary tools that enable him to differentiate between truthful evidence and
falsehood.3'® Furthermore, he offers a fair evaluation to the Qur’anic commentary

tradition. He states in the first pages of his treatise:

I have been requested by many brethren to write an introduction to Qur’anic exegesis that
contains fundamental rules which enable one to understand the meaning of the Qur’an, its
interpretation, and to distinguish between truth and falsehood.3'4

Obviously, Ibn Taymiyya wrote his introduction at a time when the science of Qur’anic

commentary had already been established. Furthermore, biblical narratives were

311 |bn Taymiyya, Muqgaddima fr usdl al-tafsir. edited by ‘Adnan Zarzir (Kuwait: Dar al-Qur’an al-Karim,
1971).

312 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 100.

313 McAuliffe, “Assessing the Isra‘lliyyat,” 349.

314 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 33
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spread out in the books of exegesis and constituted an essential part of its corpus. Yet,
Ibn Taymiyya wanted to highlight that not every interpretation is authoritative. He
attempted to draw attention to authenticity as an important element in accepting or
rejecting any interpretation. He explains further the reason behind writing this treatise,
saying that “books of tafsir are full of significant and insignificant material, and contain
both truth and falsehood.”®'® Yet, the question that is worth asking here is how Ibn
Taymiyya was able to distinguish between reliable and unreliable interpretations? In
other words, what were the criteria that lon Taymiyya applied to prove the authenticity
of a certain interpretation.

Ibn Taymiyya started his treatise by making a significant statement about the
definition of knowledge.3'® He stated that knowledge is either a statement that comes
from an infallible source (i.e. a prophet), or a saying that is confirmed by evidence.
Anything else is either rejected due to it being a fabrication or hard to prove—neither
accepted nor rejected because there is no clear proof to support it.3'” Clearly, Ibn
Taymiyya refers to Qur’anic commentary as a category of knowledge and goes on to
ask what constitutes this type of knowledge. He first distinguishes between two
different types of interpretations; those based on tradition and those based on

opinion.3'® Bazzano states that several scholars view the difference between the two

315 Ibn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 33.

316Al-TabarT in his tafsir divides the Qur’anic materials into three different categories; the first is verses
that can only be interpreted by Muhammad; the second is the group of verses whose interpretation is
only known by God; and the third is verses that everyone who knows Arabic can comprehend and
understand. For more on this topic, see Jane Dammen MacAuliffe. “Quranic Hermeneutics: The View
of Al-TabarT and Ibn Kathir” Essay. In Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur’an, ed.
Rippin, Andrew (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988),49-50.

317 Ibn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 33.

318 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 55. Ibn Taymiyya attacks several Islamic sects for subjugating the
Qur’anic text to their own ideology. In this category he includes Shi‘ls and Mu'‘tazilis. See further,
Elliott A. Bazzano “Ibn Taymiyya, Radical Polymath, Part 2: Intellectual Contributions,” Religion
Compass 9, no. 4 (2015), 121.
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camps as ‘largely polemical and ‘turned to be a mirage’ insofar as it primarily
establishes partisanship more than a significantly meaningful divergence in approach.”
Bazzano continues that there is no Arabic text from the medieval period aside from lbn
Taymiyya'’s that highlights that division in tafsir (opinion vs. tradition).3'% Ibn Taymiyya
devotes the final part of his treatise to demolishing interpretation based on opinion, yet
further discussion on this is outside the scope of this chapter.

What is really significant here are those inherited interpretations based on
tradition, simply because they include substantial narratives coming from the People
of the Book. Ibn Taymiyya questions if every inherited interpretation is reliable and
authentic. He then claims that in order for those inherited traditions to be accepted,
they have to come from an infallible source.3?° He argues that prophets cannot err in
their message because they receive it from a divine source.®?! Yet, for Ibn Taymiyya,
this is not the only factor to guarantee the authenticity of certain knowledge. For
instance, Ibn Taymiyya, despite admitting the divinity of the Torah, since it was
revealed to Moses, he denies the authenticity of the Torah as it existed during his time
since it lacked reliable transmitters.3?2 Accordingly, successive transmission is an
important factor to maintain the authenticity of certain knowledge.

Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya places revelation at the centre of evaluating the

epistemological value of any knowledge. Prophetic knowledge is the one and only

319 Bazzano “Ibn Taymiyya, Radical Polymath,” Il, 121. Also, Saleh highlights the position of Amin al-
Khali which has a modernist approach to the Qur’an, as he denounced the tradition-based
commentaries and stated it was nothing but “dubiously fraudulent” as it is the personal view of the
early exegetes and does not have divine backing. Saleh “Preliminary Remarks, 11-12.

820 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 55.

321 For more information on how Ibn Taymiyya viewed the prophet'’s infallibility, see Shahab Ahmed,
“Ibn Taymiyyah and the Satanic Verses,” Studia Islamica, no. 87 (1998): 67—124. For lbn Taymiyya,
infallibility does not mean that prophets cannot err or sin, rather he argues that prophets were
protected by God. His claim stands against many other medieval scholars who claim that prophets are
infallible since birth.

822 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, I, 395-396.
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source for knowledge. It is worth mentioning that Ibn Taymiyya does not reject
intellectual knowledge altogether, rather his main criticism against philosophy, logic
and mysticism stems from the fact that they are based on principles that are
independent of prophetic knowledge. In his book Dar’, he argues that reason is part of
the revelation and is not independent. He also highlights the role of the fifra in guiding
human beings.323 Similarly, he attacks Christians because they brought innovations
that did not come from their scripture. He argues that such knowledge, since it is
independent of Christianity, cannot find support from the scripture. He discusses the
doctrine of the trinity as one concrete example of Christian innovation in practicing their
own religion.3?*

Ibn Taymiyya doubts the epistemological value of biblical narratives as they
relate to Qur’anic exegesis. His rejection of isra’lliyyat was not only due to its
unreliability, but also because such materials are not part of what he described as
“essential Islamic knowledge.”3?® It is significant to ask if biblical narratives challenge
scriptural knowledge, since they offer epistemological independence. Ibn Taymiyya
aims first to question if these narratives can be useful to one’s understanding of the
Qur’an. He starts from the premise that the Qur’an is a comprehensive book, and it
has all the knowledge necessarily required by Muslims. Similarly, in his book Ma ‘arij
al-Wasdal, Ibn Taymiyya argues for the independence of the Qur’an and its supremacy
over previous scriptures. He continues that, unlike Jesus' followers who must follow

the Torah to understand their religion, the Qur’an does not rely on the knowledge of

823 El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and Revelation, 227-267.
824 Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity, 75-77.
325 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 56.
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previous scriptures. nor does it require other books to clarify its rulings. For the Qur’an
is a comprehensive book that has all the essential knowledge required by Muslims.326

Furthermore, the Prophet explained the meaning of the Qur’an to his
Companions. He continues that the Companions did not only memorize the wordings
of the Qur’an but also, the interpretations of the Qur’an from the Prophet. This explains
why the Companions spent some time on memorizing one chapter from the Qur’an
and understanding its meaning. Interestingly, Ibn Taymiyya claimed that the Prophet
was the first exegete who taught the interpretation of the Qur’an.3?” As Saleh suggests,
Ibn Taymiyya attempted to turn exegesis literature into prophetic knowledge.3?8 Yet,
the risk of this claim is that it does not welcome diversity within Qur’anic interpretations.
In other words, if Qur'anic interpretation is certain knowledge received from the
Prophet, then disputes among exegetes is impossible.

Ibn Taymiyya spares some room in his treatise to argue that the Prophet’'s
Companions rarely differed on the exegesis of the Qur’an. During the Prophet’s time,
there was one accepted and authorised interpretation, the one received from the
Prophet. This dispute, however, started to appear during the time of the Successors,
yet it is not comparable to later generations where more disputes occurred.3?°
Interestingly, Ibn Taymiyya argues that the further Muslims go from the Prophet’s time,
the more disputes they have on the exegesis of the Qur'an.3 This explains lbn

Taymiyya’s urge to unite the Muslim community on one authoritative interpretation of

326 |bn Taymiyya, Ma ‘arij al-Wasal (Egypt, Alexandria: Dar al-Basyra), 7.

827 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 35. Saleh argues that Ibn Taymiyya was the first to claim that the
Prophet interpreted the whole Qur’an. See Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical
Hermeneutics,” 129.

328 Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 128.

329 As Saleh states, Ibn Taymiyya appears reluctant to choose between two conclusions; the first is
that the salaf were the true keepers of prophetic lore, and the second is that the salaf were the most
learned about Islam. See Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 131.

330 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 37.
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the Qur’an. Perhaps one question here is, why the followers differed on the exegesis
of the Qur’an and why Ibn Taymiyya was troubled by this dispute?

Ibn Taymiyya admits that, in some cases, there could be a little disagreement
amongst the salaf on the interpretation of the Qur'an. However, their differences came
as a result of variation not contradiction.33! Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya made a distinction
between two types of disagreement; the one based on variation and the one based on
contradiction. Since the salaf®®? received Qur’anic interpretation from the Prophet, their
opinions do not contradict each other.333 |bn Taymiyya provides several examples of
what he described as “difference in variation,” such as when exegetes use different
expressions to describe one idea. He continues that what is significant about
differences due to variation is that there is still a chance to reconcile between the two
opinions since they belong to the same category. On the other hand, it might seem
difficult to reconcile two opinions that contradict each other.334 Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya’s
new definition of tafsir suggests that disagreement is not a part of tafsir since it does
not belong to the earlier generations, rather it belongs to later generations—those who
came after the salaf.3%

Another premise that Ibn Taymiyya utilizes to exclude israiliyyat material is the
claim that isra’iliyyat is the main source of dispute among exegetes. In fact, he
categorizes isra’fliyyat material under what he described as “contradictory

disagreement.”33¢ According to him, this type of disagreement is hard to reconcile.

331 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 38

332 |bn Tamiyya started to use the term salaf to refer to the first two generations of Muslims.

333 Ibn Taymiyya argues that the Successors (tabi‘iin) received Qur’anic exegesis from the
Companions, whom in turn obtained it from the Prophet. This suggests that Qur’anic exegesis was
transmitted via reliable transmission from the Prophet to later generations.

334 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 38-40.

335 Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 130.

336 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 41.
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Isra’lliyyat material brings dispute among exegetes because there is no way to
distinguish the authentic narrative from the weak narrative. Accordingly, disputes on
this type of interpretation will lead to uncertainty. Ibn Taymiyya continues that those
materials have no value and are considered foreign to Islamic knowledge.3%’
Interestingly, the claim that those materials are not essential to Islamic knowledge
stems from a premise that he established earlier in his treatise. Ibn Taymiyya argues
that all knowledge that is essential for Muslims is made clear in the Qur’an. In other
words, if those narratives are significant to the understanding of the Qur’an, God would
have ensured they were verified.338

As an attempt to buttress his position, Ibn Taymiyya gave several examples
from the Qur’an on how seeking unnecessary knowledge is of no benefit. He also
highlighted the fact that any attempt from Muslim exegetes to reveal obscure meanings
will lead to dispute. For example, Muslim exegetes disagree on the colour of the dog
that belonged to the Companions of the Cave. Similarly, they disagreed on which part
of the cow Moses used to strike the slain man. In the same vein, exegetes would argue
on the length of Noah'’s ark and what type of wood was used for the construction of the
ark. Ibn Taymiyya insists that the examples mentioned here are considered obscure
since they have not been mentioned in the Qur’anic narratives. According to him, that
extra information carries no epistemological value in itself. He indicates that the only
way to determine any extra knowledge that is not in the Qur’anic story is through the

Prophet. 339

337 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 56- 58.
338 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 58.
339 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 100-101.
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It is worth mentioning that, towards the end of Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise, he
invokes the authority of the Qur’an to confirm his position.®*° He goes back to Surah
(18) and discusses the story of speculators who attempted to guess the number of

dogs accompanied by the People of the Cave. In Surah (18) the Qur’an tells:

They [i.e., people] will say there were three, the fourth of them being their dog; and they will say
there were five, the sixth of them being their dog - guessing at the unseen; and they will say
there were seven, and the eighth of them was their dog. Say, [O Muhammad], "My Lord is most
knowing of their number. None knows them except a few. So do not argue about them except
with an obvious argument and do not inquire about them among [the speculators] from
anyone."3!

The verse speaks of the number of Sleepers of Ephesus and how speculators failed
to guess their actual number. Their attempt to determine their number does not lead
to any certain knowledge. The Qur’an tells that the precise number of the sleepers is
not indicated. The Qur’an then concludes that none of the information stated by
guessers was true since it was not established on certainty. It is only God who knows
the truth. The Qur’an finally recommends the Prophet not to involve himself in such
discussion because it is fruitless.342

Similarly, Ibn Taymiyya attempts to disregard any human effort to investigate
what the Qur’an is silent about.3¥* He contends that any attempt to seek extra-
Qur’anic knowledge is denounced. Indeed, the story of the Sleepers was mentioned

in the Qur’an to teach a certain lesson. Yet, the Qur’anic narrative does not provide all

340 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 101.

341 (Qur. 8:22).

342 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 101.

343 McAuliffe suggests that al-TabarT followed a similar approach for shedding away from speculation
that appeared useless to him. She says, although al-TabarT was keen to make his exegesis
comprehensive, he had little patient for what was not determined by the Qur’an. She provides an
example on his treatment of Qur’anic verse (5:114) in which he was discussing the Table that was
given to Jesus, son of Mary. She continues that al-TabarT goes on to denounce any attempt to
determine what was on this Table—it might be something to eat, like fish or bread, but either way
there is no benefit nor harm from knowing it. Yet, perhaps what differentiates Ibn Taymiyya from al-
Tabar is that the latter is still interested in recoding the views of his generation even though he
disagrees with them. See Jean Dammen McAuliffe, Qur’anic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and
Modern Exegesis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 44.
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the details relevant to the story. For Ibn Taymiyya those details are of no value. He
warns against the consequences of exegetes’ attempts to seek extra information
outside the Qur’anic boundaries which for him will lead to dispute. As McAuliffe states,
the variety of the accounts brought by the People of the Book have different opinions,
which in turn brought this disagreement to the Qur’'anic commentaries. According to
Ibn Taymiyya, this was a significant source of exegetical difference.3**4 He thus wanted
to minimize disagreement among exegetes by rejecting unnecessary material for the
sake of more important information. The reader should be aware of which
disagreement is valuable and which is invalid. In the Qur’anic narrative of the Sleepers,
the colour of the dog is not mentioned in the story, and the exegetes’ attempt to bring
uncertain knowledge will lead to nothing. For Ibn Taymiyya, this type of information
does not constitute an essential part of Islamic knowledge.3*> By saying so, lbn
Taymiyya attempted to disregard many of those materials included in the early
exegesis books.

The question that remains unanswered is why variety and multiplicity of
Qur’anic commentaries was understood by |Ibn Taymiyya as disagreement and
contradiction, and why it is viewed as a threat to the Islamic community? McAuliffe
challenges Ibn Taymiyya's claim and attempts to trace the examples he highlights in
his treatise. She investigates the exegetical literature on the story of the Cow depicted
in Surah (2)—particularly the part of the cow with which the one slain was struck—to
see if the biblical narratives provided by the exegetes would add any value to the
Qur’anic story. She was also interested to see if such discussion would generate any

disputes among exegetes. She suggests, on the contrary, that the perseverance of

344 McAuliffe, “Assessing the Isra‘Tliyyat,” 345-69.
345 Ibn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 101.
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exegetical speculation with the fafsir indicates deeper anthropological dynamics.346
MacAuliffe contends that the divergence represented by isra‘iliyyat led to the rise of
what she called “historical critical self-consciousness.” That s, it is an indicator for what
each community claimed to be outside of its defined boundaries. In every tradition, the
issue of crossing the boundary is dangerous and risky since the criteria of truth
assessment cannot be applied on both borders. Scholars like Ibn Taymiyya resisted
the power of isra‘illyyat narratives because it might lead to displacement. It is then the
fear for the faithful to adopt a new world that do not agree with the Qur'an and the
hadith.347

Another reason that is mentioned by Ibn Taymiyya to disregard interpretation
based on israiliyyat is his claim that the Prophet’'s Companions were not interested in
transmitting biblical narratives. Yet, unlike the Companions, transmitting biblical
narratives was common among Successors (tabi‘tn). He continues that, even in a few
cases when the Companions were narrating from the People of the Book, their
narrations are more reliable and authentic than those accounts coming from the People
of the Book through the tabi‘an. Ibn Taymiyya suggests here that most of the biblical
narratives spread out after the Companions’ time. Interestingly he could not deny the
fact that many of the Companion’s report from the People of the Book. For instance,
great names such as Ibn ‘Abbas and Ibn Mas'td are known for having narrated from
the People of the Book. Ibn Taymiyya attempted to justify their position by claiming
that, while they reported from the People of the Book, they were privileged to witness

the Prophet who is in turn was able to verify those narratives.34 It is then the Prophet’s

346 McAuliffe, “Assessing the Isra‘Tliyyat,” 359.
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348 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 57- 58.
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confirmation that boosts those reports from the status of ahadith isra’liyya to the status
of authentic hadith.

Besides, Ibn Taymiyya quotes a hadith that maintains neutral language towards
narratives that come from the People of the Book: “Do not believe the People of the
Book and do not falsify them.” The hadith warns against making a judgement without
proof. In doing so, one might fall in the trap of either accepting something false or
rejecting something truthful.34°® According to Ibn Taymiyya, this hadith alludes to the
permissibility of reporting narratives from the People of the Book. Yet, those narratives
have to be critically examined. In the same vein, the Companions reported from the
People of the Book with the permission of the Prophet who was able to verify them. He
then concludes that materials of those kinds transmitted from the Companions are
more authentic since there is a high possibility that the Companions heard them from
the Prophet.3%° Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya views the Companions as more knowledgeable
about tafsir; they witnessed the revelation of the Qur’an, and they heard from the
Prophet the correct understanding of the Qur’an. They are also considered the second
source of interpretation of the Qur’an, if one cannot find any information in the Qur’an
or the prophetic tradition.®%" For him, the Companions are the most knowledgeable
generation about the interpretation of the Qur’an.®2 This allows him to argue later that
tafsir literature inherited from them is part of prophetic lore.

Yet, unlike the Companions, Ibn Taymiyya states that the tabi‘dn do not hold

the same authority as the Companions and, therefore, they have been excluded from
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hadiths that permit reporting from the People of the Book. For Ibn Taymiyya, the tabi‘dan
did not have sufficient knowledge to pass a judgement. Furthermore, they did not have
the chance to witness the Prophet.3%3 Accordingly, biblical narratives reported through
the tabi‘tn are subject to critical evaluation; they have to be supported by either
Qur’anic or prophetic evidence.3%

Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya, following hadith methodology, distinguishes between two
types of biblical materials used by exegetes. The narratives which originally come from
the People of the Book but were transmitted through the Companions and were verified
by the Prophet, and narratives that have been transmitted via the tabi‘an without
having a direct link to the Prophet. While there is a possibility for the first type to come
from the People of the Book, the fact they came through the Companions increases
the possibility that the Prophet verified them, they need no further proof to be accepted.
The second type, however, needs proof since they were transmitted through the
tabi‘an without the authority of a Companion. According to hadith scholars, those types
of narratives, known as hadith mursal, a type of hadith that is narrated by a Successor
(tabi'T) from the Prophet, and no Companion is included in the isnad.3% Surprisingly,
Ibn Taymiyya does not reject this type of hadith altogether. Rather, he claims that
hadith mursal can be accepted if it comes from various transmission lines. This is to

avoid any chances of intentional collusion between transmitters.36 In other words, Ibn

353 This idea has its root within the Hanball school. For instance, Ibn Rajab al-Hanbalt (d.795), the
student of Ibn Taymiyya’s student, Ibn al-Qayyium, wrote a book named Bayan Fad! ‘ilm al-Salaf ‘ala
‘ilm al-Khalaf (the Excellence of the Knowledge of the Salaf over the Khalaf) in which he argues for
the superiority of the Knowledge of the Salaf over the Knowledge of the Successors. See Ibn Rajab al-
Hanball, Bayan Fadl ‘ilm al-Salaf ‘ala ‘ilm al-Khalaf ed. Muhammad Ibn Nassar al-‘ajami (Rayed: Dar
al-Sumi'T,1986).

354 Saleh, “lbn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 137.

355 For more information on hadith mursal, see lbn al-Salah, An Introduction to the Science of Hadith.
ed. Ndr al-Din “attr (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Mu‘asr, n.d.), 51-56.
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Taymiyya argues that if several mursul hadiths report the same incident, the hadiths
are considered mutually reinforcing, and the reports are accepted; it is impossible for
two independent reports to agree by chance on a fabricated report.3%’

Ibn Taymiyya after discussing various interpretations and evaluating them
based on their authenticity came to answer the question that he kept till the end; what
is the best method to interpret the Qur'an? One can assume that Ibn Taymiyya, after
preparing his reader to distinguish between various interpretations, is in a position of
not only confirming what he counts as reliable interpretations but also categorizing
them. It should come as no surprise that Ibn Taymiyya was perhaps the first one to
raise this question and his predecessors did not have a precise answer for this
question, nor do they appear to have been interested in questioning the best method
of interpreting the Qur’an. If we take the example of al-Tabar, he recorded various
interpretations available during his time without necessarily questioning their methods
or their validity, although he might refer to his preference in a few cases. Ibn Taymiyya,
however, is not interested in the accumulated tradition inherited from Muslim traditions.
He places the revelation at the top of his hierarchy and argues that the Qur’an can be
understood through the Qur’an itself*58; what is obscure in one verse, might be clear
in another one. Yet, if one cannot find an interpretation through the Qur’an, then
through the Prophet's Companions who were privileged to hear the Qur’anic
interpretation from him.3%°

The project of Ibn Taymiyya and his aim to fully rely on the Qur'an and the

interpretation of the early Muslim community deprived him from engaging with many

357 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 65. Shahab also discusses Ibn Taymiyya’s view on musnad reports in
Shahab, “Ibn Taymiyyah and the Satanic Verses,” 67-124.
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of the exegetical traditions. He indicated that the best way of interpreting the Qur’an is
the Qur’an itself and then the authentic hadith of the early Muslim community. By
following this hierarchy, Ibn Taymiyya challenges many of the Qur’anic commentators
who left a huge heritage of Qur’anic commentaries.*®© One would think that lbn
Taymiyya’s hierarchy excluded biblical materials. On the contrary, lbn Taymiyya
placed those narratives at the top of his hierarchy. Those narratives are considered
authentic by Ibn Taymiyya when they are told by the Prophet's Companions.
Presumably with those highly authoritative proofs in hand, Ibn Taymiyya was probably
forced to consult biblical narratives. Only in this case does |bn Taymiyya cite hadiths
that allow Muslims to report from the People of the Book, “convey from the children of
Israel without constraint.”361

Surprisingly, Ibn Taymiyya discussed Qur’anic interpretations that rely on
ahadith isra’lliyya and how to classify them twice in his treatise, so one might question
why Ibn Taymiyya repeats himself and discusses the status of those materials first at
the middle of his writing while he was highlighting the disputes that might occur from
deluging into unnecessary information and again towards the end of his Mugaddima. 32
One reason for this is that Ibn Taymiyya wrote his Muqaddima while he was in jail and
did not have access to his notes, so it is likely that it was dictated from memory.
Accordingly, Ibn Taymiyya'’s treatise appears a little disorganized and repetitive.33 Yet,
it appears after examining the two occurrences that Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas are more
developed towards the end of his treatise, and he is more ready to pass judgement on

isra’iliyyat narratives. At the beginning of his treatise, he does not mention the term

360 Bazzano, “Ibn Taymiyya, Radical Polymath,” 120-121.
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ahadith isrd’lliyya explicitly. Rather he says “those narratives that come from the
People of the Book” such as Ka‘b, Wahb, and Ibn Ishag. On the other hand, he was
confident towards the end of his treatise to give them the term ahadith isra’iliyya.
Furthermore, Ibn Taymiyya does not reveal his opinion until the end of his treatise
when he classifies them under three categories. The first are those narratives known
to be true because they are attested to by the Qur'an. The second is those whose
falsehood is certified from the Qur’an, and the third is those which do not fall into either
of the other categories. Ironically, the third category, while there is no evidence against
its validity, remains epistemologically limited to be included in Qur’anic exegesis. As
Ibn Taymiyya suggests that the usage of the third category, despite its validity, is still
limited.364 Ibn Taymiyya argues, as Rosshandler puts it, that even if those narratives
agree substantially with the Qur'an and sunna, “they might still be fictitious and are
thus unworthy of interpreting prophetic stories that traditional Muslim understanding
holds to be historically accurate.”365

Ibn Taymiyya after assessing exegetical diversity starts to evaluate his
predecessors. His evaluation was based on two things; the authenticity of the narrative
and its origin, if it goes back to what Ibn Taymiyya describes as “salaf.”3% Following
that, he does not seem reluctant to criticise his predecessors; he refers explicitly to
several exegetes who according to him included fabricated hadith in their exegesis. Al-

Tha'labt (d. 1035) was among those who were criticised by Ibn Taymiyya. Despite his
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piety, he appears to collect whatever reaches him without distinguishing between
sound and fabricated reports.36” Al-Tha‘labT collects various narratives from the books
of exegesis without necessarily paying attention to their authenticity.3%® lon Taymiyya
attacks al-Tha‘labT’s Qur’anic commentaries, yet, presumably, his criticism was also
against his famous work on “the Tales of the Prophets”, since it overlaps with his
exegesis.?®9 Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya's evaluation is harsh and unjust to a prominent
exegete such as al-Tha‘labT who has enormous contributions to classical tafsir.37°
Ironically, despite Ibn Taymiyya’s criticism of al-Tha‘labr, his student Ibn Kathir, who
is known for applying his master's method, appears to quote heavily from al-Tha'labt
in his book on history.3”" We will devote more room to discuss this when we come to
discuss the application of Ibn Taymiyya’s theory and reception.

Yet, it is worth mentioning that Ibn Taymiyya’s criticism of al-Tha'labT was
something that al-Tha‘labt addresses it in the introduction of his tafsir. By the time al-
Tha'labt was writing his tafsir, he introduced several approaches that were adopted by
his predecessors, and he attempted to learn from their mistakes. Al-Tha‘lab1 classified
the Qur’anic commentators into six categories.3’? There are three that are relevant to
this discussion. Al-Tha‘labrt listed them and revealed the methodological issues that lie

within their approaches. The first is those who devote most of their time and efforts

367 bn Taymiyya describes al-Tha‘labT as a wood gatherer at night because he accepts everything that
reaches him.
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towards the science of isnad and the authenticity of their narratives, yet they lack sound
judgement, and they fail to engage critically with their material. On the other side, a
group of exegetes who despite being established in their knowledge, drop their chain
of transmitters. Their books are full of good and bad materials. The third group is those
exegetes who aim to make their tafsir encyclopaedic by making sure to include the
isnad for every single piece of information they quoted. As a result, their books are full
of repetitive chains and extensive citations that appear to impede the reader from
getting deeper into their knowledge. Surprisingly, al-Tabart is listed among the last
group.®”® As Saleh states clearly that al-Tha'labT believes “if one is to follow the
example of al-TabarT and mention the isnad of every piece of information, then books
would be impossible to be read, riddled as they would be with name after name, then
disrupting the flow of any argument or story.”3’# Accordingly, al-Tha‘labT aims to take
a middle path between the two extremes. Al-Tha‘labT came up with a creative idea to
save his tafsir from repetition. He listed all isnad material once at the beginning of his
book and freed his text from long chains of narrations. By doing that, he insured the
authenticity of the traditions included in his book.3”® Clearly, al-Tha‘labT while
attempting to make his tafsir more attractive to his reader, never forgot to include
various lists of isn&d to ensure the authenticity of his narratives. Yet, this was not
sufficient for Ibn Taymiyya to consider al-Tha'labr’s tafsir as praiseworthy.

Similarly, lIbn Taymiyya attacks al-Tha'labT’s student al-Wahidr (d. 1076);
although he pays more attention to philology, he does not consider the authenticity of

his reports as an important element. Neither does he prioritize reports that come from
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the early generation of Muslims (salaf). The Mutazill al-Zamakhshar (d. 1144) was
also criticized by Ibn Taymiyya for including many fabricated hadiths in his tafsir. On
the other hand, Ibn Taymiyya praises al-Baghawi (d. 1122) who produced an abridged
version of al-Tha‘labT’s commentary, yet, unlike al-Tha'labr, he protected his exegesis
from fabricated narratives and innovative reports.3’6 As Saleh observes, Ibn Taymiyya
appears to target several significant schools in medieval tafsir. Although they introduce
various approaches, they shared the same sunni hermeneutical methodology, which
is to allow the word of God to be interpreted by everyone. This methodology led many
exegetes to indulge in providing their personal opinions.3’” Consequently, this was the
main reason for producing contradictory interpretations. Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya does
not view later scholars’ opinions to carry the same weight as those from the early
generations (salaf) and, therefore, he contends that “the accumulated judgements and
the consensus of later scholars were subject to errors, and they had to be measured
against the doctrine of the salaf.”37®

It is worth mentioning that al-Tabart is the only exception on Ibn Taymiyya’s list;
in fact, he was praised by Ibn Taymiyya. Perhaps because al-TabarT is known for citing
various hadiths with their isnads to support different interpretations. Yet, as McAuliffe
highlights, it is hard to think of al-TabarT’s exegesis as purely al-tafsir bi-al-ma’thar®"®
since the act of choosing which hadith to include involves the exercise of personal
opinion.38% She continues that al-TabarT's exegesis is more than simply a collection of

exegetical materials, it is a structured work and the author was aware of his
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hermeneutical program.3®' The other thing is that al-TabarT was not interested in
speculation about what the Qur’an is silent about as for him there is no benefit nor
harm in not knowing it.382 It appears that Ibn Taymiyya limits the genre of tafsir to
simple recording from the earlier generations of Islam without allowing exegetes to
play any role in this or provide their personal opinions.

In addition to Ibn Taymiyya’s significant introduction to tafsir, the term israiliyyat
occurs in his short treatise on fabricated hadiths titled Ahadith al-Qussas (the hadiths
of storytellers).38 In this treatise, Ibn Taymiyya listed about eighty hadiths which were
endorsed by storytellers, despite their unreliability.38* According to Ibn Taymiyya, the
popularity of a particular hadith does not guarantee its authenticity. In other words, Ibn
Taymiyya argues that there are several famous hadiths that are known to storytellers
and to lay people, yet they are classified as weak and inauthentic hadiths. He goes on
to apply “hadith criticism” on the hadiths he collected in order to prove their
inauthenticity. As was explained earlier, Ibn Taymiyya highlights the importance of
reliable transmitters for any narrative to be considered authentic. In addition to isnad
criticism, Ibn Taymiyya uses “textual criticism” in which he evaluated the content of
each narrative to make sure its meaning does not contradict the Qur'an and other
prophetic traditions. He also did not seem reluctant to use historical criticism to criticise

a particular narrative. It is narrated in one hadith that ‘Umar, the Prophet’s Companion,
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killed his own father. Ibn Taymiyya rejects this narrative for its inauthenticity. His
rejection of this narrative is based on the historical fact that ‘Umar’s father died before
the advent of Islam.38® Another reason for not accepting a particular hadith can be
because it traces back to isréiliyyat, argues lbn Taymiyya. He uses the term here to
refer explicitly to those narratives coming from the People of the Book that lack
authenticity. Yet, unlike his Muqgaddima, Ibn Taymiyya appears less interested in
determining what he means by israiliyyat.38 This suggests that lbn Taymiyya wrote
this treatise after he theorised the term israiliyyat and established the proper treatment
of them in his Mugaddima.

It is worth mentioning that the tension between the scholars of hadith and the
qussas has been common since the early generations of Islam. One common criticism
against qussas is that they rely on fabricated hadiths without necessarily paying
attention to their transmitters. Ibn Taymiyya was perhaps among the first who warned
against fabricated traditions circulated by the qussas. In a similar manner, Ibn al- Jawzi
wrote one of the most influential books titled al-Qussés wa al-Mudhkirin (the
Storytellers and the Preachers).3%” Two centuries later, al- SuyQtT wrote a book to warn
against the lies of the qussas.®®® The role of qussas will be discussed widely in the

final chapter.

The Authenticity of the Bible
Another significant work to this inquiry is al-Jawab al- Sahih which is a response to a

letter sent to Ibn Taymiyya by Christians in Cyprus. In his book, Ibn Taymiyya intends
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to answer questions raised by Paul of Antioch, the bishop of Sidon. The latter makes
a case to prove the accuracy of the Christians’ scripture during his time. Furthermore,
the bishop attempts to show Islam as an irrelevant religion that has nothing to offer for
Christianity.38% Paul of Antioch shows familiarity with the Qur’an and with the charge
of scriptural falsification. He uses the Qur’an to prove that there is no charge of change
in the Bible.3% It should come as no surprise that the question of tahrif was “central
issue” to the polemic confrontation between the Christians and Muslims.3%' Ibn
Taymiyya refers explicitly in this book to the concept of tahrif.3%> However, he pursues
a distinct approach to prove the inauthenticity of the Bible. Interestingly, Ibn Taymiyya,
despite being aware of the earlier debate on whether tahrif occurs on a textual or
interpretational level, applies hadith methodology to examine the transmission of the
Bible. As Mirza states, Ibn Taymiyya is a representative of the school of traditionalism
(ahl al-hadith) who rely heavily on hadfith in their investigation of theology and law.3%
In his book, al-Jawab, Ibn Taymiyya uses the religion of Christianity as an
example to instruct his fellow Muslims not to fall into the same errors the Christians
did. Ibn Taymiyya says that, because Christians deviated from Jesus' true faith and
pursued their own teachings, Muslims should learn not to make the same mistake.3%

The significance of studying unbelief in Christianity is to highlight the Islamic concept

389 Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity, 87-89.

390 Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity, 90.

391 Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity, 89.

392 |bn Taymiyya devotes a section in his book to address the Qur’anic charge of tahrif in the Bible. He
denies Paul of Antioch’s claim that the Qur’an does not accuse the Bible of scriptural falsification. See
Ibn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, 1, 368- 372.

393 Younus Y. Mirza, “The Disciples as Companions: Ibn Taymiyya’s and Ibn Al-Qayyim’s Evaluation of
the Transmission of the Bible,” Medieval Encounters 24, no. 5-6 (March 2018): 530—60 at 535.

394 This work is different from the rest of Ibn Taymiyya’s polemical writings since he wrote this book to
instruct his fellow Muslims, and he admits that Muslims could possibility repeat the same errors of the
Christians.

129



that the religion of all prophets is the same, except for rituals and laws.3% If Christians
introduced faults and innovations into their faith, Muslims could do the same. According
to Ibn Taymiyya, the Muslim community is accepting a corrupted form of Islam. He
claims to be on a mission to restore many of Islam's long-forgotten fundamentals.
However, seeing his writing as only a reaction to Christianity is inaccurate. For Ibn
Taymiyya, the enemies of Islam were not only the Mongols, but other Muslim groups
who brought innovation to Islam. Ibn Taymiyya's polemics were not only against
Christians and Jews, but he criticised Sufis, philosophers and Shi’'Ts. As Michel points
out, Ibn Taymiyya wrote this book primarily for Muslims, and despite his attack on
Christianity, he aims to view the Christian experience as a warning to show Muslims
that they can be led to the same type of unbelief.3% lbn Taymiyya claimed to bring
back the right Islam of the Salaf. He aimed to lead the misguided Muslim community
into a social order that goes in parallel with the Qur’an and prophetic tradition.3%” He
viewed any deviation from these sources as a threat to the Muslim community.

The question of the origin and authorship of the Bible was important to Ibn
Taymiyya. In his al-Jawab, he discussed in detail the concept of tahrif with regard to
the Torah and the Gospels. He claimed that both Christians and Jews appear to have
altered their scriptures. Yet, it is important to ask how Ibn Taymiyya conceptualized the
term tahrif compared to his predecessors. The general scholarly opinion before Ibn
Taymiyya centred around two types of accusations: one on the textual level, and the

other about the misinterpretation of the text—the most widespread among early Muslim
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scholars was about the misinterpretation of the text.3%® Ibn Taymiyya went further to
ask why and how the altering occurs. He even distinguished between tahrif in the Torah
and in the Gospel.3%° Mirza emphasises two key factors that influenced Ibn Taymiyya’s
view of the Bible. He claims that, during the Mamluk period, the flourishing of the study
of hadith and the translation of the Bible into Arabic enabled Ibn Taymiyya to engage
not only with the biblical lore transferred into Islamic literature, but also with the Bible
itself.4% It is then interesting to see a shift in the way Ibn Taymiyya evaluates the Bible
based on hadith methodology. He claimed that the Bible was altered because of the
lack of authentic transmission. His accusation was directed against the Gospel, which
cannot be traced back to Jesus. Ibn Taymiyya does not accept the fact that the Gospel
comes from an infallible source; Jesus’s disciples were ordinary people who were not
protected from error and could have erred in their relaying of the message.“°! Unlike
the Gospel, Ibn Taymiyya admits that the Torah comes from an infallible source, yet
he denies that it was transmitted via successive transmitters.40?

According to Ibn Taymiyya, the book of the Torah is incomparable to the
Gospels since it comes from a divine source.*?® The Qur’an affirms that Moses
received the book of the Torah via revelation.*%* The Gospels, on the other hand, were
written by Jesus’s Disciples who, according to Ibn Taymiyya, were not immune to

mistakes.4%® |bn Taymiyya even rejects considering the apostles as prophets in the

398 | have argued earlier in chapter one and two that the early Muslims understood tahrif to refer to the
misinterpretation of the biblical text.

399 |bn Taymiyya, al Jawab, 395-400.

400 Mirza Younus, “The Disciples as Companions,” 537- 538.

401 |bn Taymiyya, al- Jawab, Il, 395-397.

402 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 36.

403 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, Il, 351. Ibn Taymiyya claimed that the Torah is more honourable than the
Gospels.

404 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, Il, 83.

405 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, |, 83-84.
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same way that Moses and Muhammad were. He claims that Christians believe that
Jesus’s Disciples are prophets because they regard Jesus as God.*% However, Islam
denies Jesus’ divinity; he was a prophet, and his disciples were ordinary humans who
might have made mistakes in their teachings.*%” After demonstrating that Jesus is a
prophet, and his Disciples are regular people, Ibn Taymiyya draws a parallel between
the Disciples of Jesus and the Companions of Muhammad. Jesus’ Disciples resemble
the Companions since they were eyewitnesses to Jesus'’s time and learned from him.
Similarly, Muhammad’s Companions had the chance to obtain knowledge directly from
him. Ibn Taymiyya argues that despite being the most virtuous followers, they were not
immune to errors. He went on to argue that even if the Disciples accomplished
miracles, they are still to be regarded as Jesus’ messengers and not God’s
messengers.*%8 |t is worth noting here that Ibn Taymiyya emphasises the link between
prophecy and infallibility. Only God’s prophets and messengers are infallible and
neither Muhammad’s Companions nor the Disciples of Jesus can be immune to
mistakes.

The Gospels are also not compatible with the Qur’an since they do not contain
God’s speech. Another factor that led Ibn Taymiyya to criticize the Gospels is that the
four Gospels were not recorded during the time of Jesus. The four Gospels were
recorded after Jesus’s resurrection and there is no consensus among Christians that
the Gospels include Jesus’ words, nor are they considered a direct revelation to him.40°
Ibn Taymiyya concludes that the Gospels are not considered a prophetic message in

the same sense of the Qur’an and the Torah. Clearly, Ibn Tayimyya puts the Qur’an

406 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, I, 397-398.
407 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, Il, 405- 409.
408 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, I, 397.
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as a final arbitrator; unlike the Gospels, the Qur’an is considered a direct revelation
from God via Muhammad, and it contains God’s message. It is interesting to see how
Ibn Taymiyya gathers various proofs to argue that the analogy between the Qur’an
and previous scriptures is a false one.*'® He goes further to argue that no one can
claim that the Qur’an is altered since it is preserved in the hearts of believers and was
handed down by successive transmitters. The Qur’an is transmitted through
tawatur*'1, that is, multiple chains of transmitters from the Prophet, and is therefore a
reliable and authentic scripture. In addition, the Qur'an was memorized by many
Companions and Successors, which made it difficult for anyone to change or twist its
wording.*1?

Although Ibn Taymiyya gives more credit to the book of the Torah as a divine
message that was revealed to Moses, he accused the Torah of having been falsified
after the original was destroyed due to the Jewish exile to Babylonia.#'® He notes
various opinions on the identity of a man named Ezra, the one who transcribed the
Torah after it had been lost. He continues that scholars disagree on whether Ezra was
a prophet or not; some question his prophethood, claiming that he discovered a copy
of the Torah and compared it against one that appeared to be ancient.#'* Ibn Taymiyya
argues that, even if this claim is true, there is no guarantee that the Torah was

transmitted via successive transmission.*'> For Ibn Taymiyya, Ezra does not fulfil the

410 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 5.

41" The concept of a text being validated by several chains of transmitters that support one another.
See Mirza, “The Disciples as Companions,” 547.

412 |bn Taymiyya, al Jawab, Ill, 13.

413 |bn Taymiyya, al Jawab, Il, 395.

414 ] have discussed the position of an early historian on Ezra in chapter two.

415 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, 11, 296.
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requirement since he was one person and was not infallible so was open to error and
there was no other transmitter to correct him.

Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya’s position on Ezra differs from that of Ibn Hazm. The latter
accused Ezra of being complicit in the production of a new Torah that is different from
the original. Unlike the view of several Muslim authors who praised Ezra for restoring
the Torah after it had been lost, Ibn Hazm saw Ezra as the one who penned the Torah
from memory and introduced errors and changes into the new one. For Ibn Hazm,
these modifications are radical since they alter the essence of the Torah.#'® This led
Ibn Hazm to reject the Torah as an authentic book.#'” Yet, Ibn Taymiyya appears
neutral in the way he spoke of Ezra. He seems to have been aware of the various
opinions of Muslim authors who preceded him, though he was not interested in taking

this discussion further. Ibn Taymiyya said:

As for the book of the Torah, it is known among Muslims, Christians, and Jews that when
Jerusalem was destroyed for the first time, there were few copies of the Torah. They said there
was a man called Ezra who dictated the Torah and they said that his copy was compared
against other older copies, yet this does not prevent errors to have occurred in its wordings.
They also claimed that one of the kings commanded seventy-two scribers to make copies of the
Torah and those copies were compared against each other. Even if this was true, it does not
prevent errors to have occurred in its wordings, unless they prove that the Torah was dictated
by a prophet or that its wordings were confirmed by an infallible prophet.*'®

Ibn Taymiyya argues that, even in the case of him accepting the claim that the wordings
of the Torah were dictated by Ezra, this would not guarantee that the wordings of the
Torah were transmitted accurately, nor does it prevent Ezra from having made errors

in the copy he produced, given the fact that the number of transmitters is insufficient

416 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 245-248.

417 |bn Hazm claimed that Ezra restored the Torah after more than seventy years after the destruction
of the Temple. This time gap is problematic for Ibn Hazm, since it allowed other copies to appear with
various changes from the original. He continues that the Jews themselves agree that Ezra made
changes to the new copy, and it no longer resembles the one revealed to Moses. For more information
see, lbn Hazm, al-Fisal FT al-Milal wa al-Ahwa’ wa al-Nihal (Cairo: Maktabt al-Salam al-‘alamyah, n,
d), I, 148-149.

418 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, I, 38.
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to prove the authenticity of the Torah.4'® For Ibn Taymiyya, the only exception to
accepting Ezra’s version is to prove his infallibility, yet this claim needs further
investigation.42°

Ibn Taymiyya refutes the idea that the Qur’an affirms the divine status of the
previous scriptures. He admits that there are many Qur’anic verses that require
believers to believe in the Torah and the Gospels as equal to the Qur’an. Yet, he
distinguishes between pre-Qur’anic revelation and the state of the existing versions on
one hand, and the scripture’s adherents on the other hand. For Ibn Taymiyya, although
the Qur’an confirms the previous revelation as a divine message that was sent by God,
the Qur'an denounces the innovations that were brought into pre-Qur’anic scriptures
by their adherents. He gives concrete examples to attest to his position. He views
contradictory doctrines, such as the Trinity, Crucifixion and modification of Christ’s law
as innovations that were brought to God’s scripture by its adherents.*?! Obviously, the
Qur’an refutes the divinity of Jesus and confirms the oneness of God. Similarly, Ibn
Taymiyya spares some time to discuss the trinity from an Islamic perspective and
prove its invalidity.4%?
Another factor that Ibn Taymiyya viewed as significant to the authenticity of any
scripture is accessibility.#?®* He contended that the Bible, at some point, was not
accessible to everyone. The lack of accessibility caused many people to be unfamiliar
with their own scripture, and thus had no way of knowing if their scripture had changed.

Ibn Taymiyya compared the Qur’an with the Bible, stating that, unlike the Qur’an which

419 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, Il, 395-396.

420 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 37.

421 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, Il, 368-374. See also Ibn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 53- 62.

422 |pbn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 231-238.

423 |bn Taymiyya here condemns elitism, he gives the example of Christianity to instruct his fellow
Muslims on the importance of making their religion accessible to laypeople.
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is accessible to every Muslim and memorized by believers, few copies of the Bible are
preserved by its scholars as they were not accessible to laypeople. He argues that
since the scripture is kept among a small number of people, there is a possibility that
they can agree on altering their scripture’s wordings or hiding some of its rulings
without necessarily having anyone recognize such change.*?* He also offers another
assumption to stress the importance of memorizing the scripture when he states that,
if a layperson produces various copies of the Bible and presents them to their scholars,
the latter cannot attest to its authenticity unless they compare them against the original
copies.*?5 On the other hand, Muslim children who memorize the Qur’an can easily tell
if they notice any changes to its wordings.#?¢ Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya was concerned
about who would inherit the religious leaders’ authority, and he attacks Christianity for
keeping it in the hands of the priestly class.*?” This idea can be traced back to Ibn
Hazm'’s criticism of the Bible. He believed that because there was only one copy of the
Torah housed in the Temple, it was inaccessible to the entire population. He went on
to say that following the division between Judah and Israel, the public reading was
cancelled, which prevented the majority from noticing any alterations made to the
Torah.428

Ibn Taymiyya considered translation to be a barrier that prevented accessibility
and led to inaccuracy in the Bible. He provided a contemporary example from his
period, claiming that there were several copies of the Torah translated from Hebrew to

Arabic, but they included numerous errors that even an expert in Arabic and Hebrew

424 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 44.

425 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, I, 13-14.

426 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 13.
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could not recognize as errors.*?® Similarly, Jesus’ words were in Hebrew and
Christians agree on the fact that Jesus did not speak any language other than
Hebrew.430 Yet, Christians claim that the Gospels were written in Hebrew, Latin, Greek,
and Syriac and they were later translated into various languages.*®! lbn Taymiyya
viewed this as a challenge that brought errors into the Gospels.*3? For Ibn Taymiyya,
the Qur’an can be translated into various languages, but the original language of the
Qur’an remains Arabic and its wordings remain unchanged.*33

Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya strove to combat elitism within Islam and used examples
from other religions to warn against its consequences. Accessibility was important to
him because it promoted common faith. He supported the legitimacy of religious
knowledge for both the elites and the masses. This perhaps explains his antagonism
towards Sufis, philosophers, and kalam theologians who, according to him, adopt one
version of religion that is not accessible to the public.*** As Mirza points out
thoughtfully, “this egalitarian spirit is found throughout the works of Ibn Taymiyya in
which he criticizes various sects and religions for being elitist and hierarchical.”#3>

Ibn Taymiyya aims towards the end of his book to clarify his position on whether
the Bible has undergone textual alteration or if its meanings were misinterpreted. He
says:

We have explained that Muslims never claim that every copy of the Torah, the Gospels and
Psalms from the time of Prophet Muhammad has undergone textual alteration. Similarly, | am
not aware of any Muslims from the early generation (salaf) who claimed so. Yet, some scholars

429 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, lll, 32.

430 |t appears that Ibn Taymiyya’s evaluation of the Bible comes from his understanding of revelation in
Islam. He expects to find Jesus’ exact wordings in the Bible, and he considers this an important
element in the authenticity of the Bible.

431 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, I, 31-33.

432 |bn Taymiyya argues that since the exact words of Jesus were in Hebrew, these have to be
transmitted in the same language to ensure their authenticity. Yet, since the four Gospels were written
in various languages, there is no way to confirm that the Gospels include the exact wordings of Jesus.
433 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, I, 20.

434 For more on his criticism of Sufism, see Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya, 51, 60-61.
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from later generations claimed that the Bible has undergone textual alteration, and others argue
for the authenticity of the entire Torah and the Gospels.*3¢

Obviously, Ibn Tayamiyya sought to survey previous arguments on textual
alteration before revealing his own view. He then appeared to take a middle approach
between two extremists; those who declare the authenticity of the entire Bible and
those who claim that the Bible is fully distorted.*3” He stated that Muslims mostly
agreed that the meaning and legal judgements were changed and twisted.*3 Similarly,
Christians also agree among themselves that each sect brings a different
interpretation. This explains the reason behind contradictory sects among Christians.
Jews also admit that Christians interpret the Torah in a way that is far from its actual
meaning.43 Yet, the claim of textual distortion is debated among Muslims; the
mainstream contend that previous scriptures were partially distorted.**° Michel states
“In taking this position, Ibn Taymiyya is cautiously refusing to follow the position of al-
Ghazalr and al-BagillanT who treat the Jewish and the Christian scriptures as sacred
prophetic books.”#4' Ibn Taymiyya also rejected the position of Ibn Hazm who viewed
the Bible as a fabricated book that is full of errors and innovations.*42

The question that remains unanswered is: if the Bible is not compatible with the
Qur’an, how did Ibn Taymiyya evaluate its epistemological value and where did he
place it? Ibn Taymiyya viewed the Bible as analogues to hadith and Sira collections.*43
This implies that he considered the Bible to have secondary epistemic relevance.

Michel draws attention to Ibn Taymiyya’s analogy between the Gospels and the

436 |bn Taymiyya, al-Jawab, Il, 447-448.
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sunna.*** One of Ibn Taymiyya’s critiques against the Gospels is that they were not
written by Jesus, nor did he dictate them to anybody. Similarly, Ibn Taymiyya argues
that the sunna contains accounts about the prophet, yet, unlike the Qur’an, were not
dictated by the Prophet, and were written later by his Companions.**> Ibn Taymiyya
contended that the Bible enjoys the same status as the books of hadith, pointing out
that hadith literature contains both authentic and fabricated reports. He argues that if
one accepts that the Gospel resembles the sunna, then one must accept that errors
can occur in some of its expressions, just as they do in hadith collections.**¢ Yet, he
argues further that it might be difficult for hadith reports to be subject to any changes
after being circulated widely. Still, the chance of errors appearing in the original copies
of hadith and sira before they were widely distrusted persists. He views their publicity
as a different element that does not prevent errors from having occured in the original
reports.*4” He concludes that any transmitted knowledge, except for the Qur’an, is
fallible. Accordingly, the sunna and the Gospel can possibly include errors and
contradictions. For Ibn Taymiyya, the Gospels contain two types of reports; the first
are the real sayings, deeds and miracles of Jesus, and the second are erroneous
reports about Jesus’ message. Similarly, hadith collections includes both weak and
reliable reports.*48

Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya’s assessment of the Bible was influenced by various
theories of revelation and canonization. After drawing a parallel between the Bible and

the hadith, he went on to apply hadith critique to the Bible. He argued that Muslims
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accept the fact that hadith transmitters can err in their writing; the transmitter can error
intentionally or unintentionally in the knowledge he transmitted. Similarly, it is possible
for the Gospels’ transmitters to make mistakes in their wordings.#*® However, unlike
Christians, Ibn Taymiyya claims that Muslims developed a method for determining the
authenticity of transmitted narratives. Muslims can trace the transmission of a certain
narrative to verify its veracity. They can confirm the reliability of transmitters. He claims
that hadith collections include both weak and reliable reports. He continues that, if a
report arrives via a weak chain, the same narrative can be boosted by another trusted
transmitter. Furthermore, he admits the significance of the community’s consensus as
another method to evaluate transmitted knowledge.**° lbn Taymiyya argues that,
although the Prophets’ Companions were not infallible, the consensus (jma°) of the
religious community is divinely protected.4®! They can decide on whether to accept

hadith or to reject it. This does not apply to the People of the Book, as they have not

developed an equivalent method for verifying their scripture.*%?

Ibn Taymiyya’s Engagement with Biblical Narratives

The final part of this chapter is devoted to questioning Ibn Taymiyya’s engagement
with the Bible. In other words, it will investigate if Ibn Taymiyya’s criticism of the Bible
constituted an obstacle to his engagement with biblical lore. Earlier | have discussed
Ibn Taymiyya’s contribution to Qur’anic exegesis in general. It is known that |bn
Taymiyya did not pen a full Qur'anic commentary. In Mugaddima, lbn Taymiyya was

able to provide a range of hermeneutical tools and was able to engage critically with
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tafsir literature. Many scholars argue that he provided the theoretical framework, that
his student Ibn Kathir applied to his own work.*53 Yet, Mirza challenges this view; unlike
Saleh who claims that Muqaddima was lbn Taymiyya’s final view on tafsir, Mirza
argues that Ibn Taymiyya wrote Mugaddima in his mid-career and it was towards the
end of his life when he produced his treatise on Shu‘ayb.4%*

The significance of Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise, as Mirza highlights, stems from the
fact that it is considered an important shift from the Ash ‘ari tradition to what is known
to be the “traditionalist movement,” that is to limit Qur’anic exegesis to merely the
Qur’an and reliable hadith.*%° In this treatise, Ibn Taymiyya argues that Moses’ father-
in-law was not the Arab prophet Shu‘ayb, but Jethro in the Bible. To demonstrate that
Moses' father-in-law was not Shu‘ayb, Ibn Taymiyya used what he described as “the
most authentic tradition.”#%¢ Most importantly, Ibn Taymiyya used the biblical narratives
as one of his sources to prove his view. He also quoted from the sources of the People
of the Book and identified their view as one of the authentic views. Surprisingly, this
contradicts what he stated earlier in his Mugaddima.*%”

Given that, Mirza was able to prove that Ibn Taymiyya’s short treatise on

Shu‘ayb, was a development of the hermeneutical project that he introduced earlier in

453 Salah and Norman Calder are among those who give credit to Ibn Kathir for adopting his master’s
hermeneutical theory. See Norman Calder, “Tafsir from TabarT to Ibn Kathir: Problems in the
Description of a Genre, lllustrated with Reference to the Story of Abraham,” in Approaches to the
Qur’an, eds G.R Hawting and A.A. Shareef, 101-40 (London: Routledge, 1993).

454 Mirza, “Ibn Taymiyya as Exegete,” 41. See also |bn Taymiyya, Jami* al-Rasa’ll, ed. Muhammad
Rashad Salim (Cairo: Dar al- Madan1,1996). The book contains several epistles which Ibn Taymiyya
wrote on various topics. In one epistle, he devoted a few pages (59-66) to argue that Moses’ father-in-
law was not Prophet Shu‘ayb. Also see C. E. Bosworth, “Madyan Shu‘ayb’ In Pre-Islamic and Early
Islamic Lore and History” Journal of Semitic Studies XXIX, no. 1 (1984): 53—-64. Bosworth is
considered one of the few scholars who draws attention to the significance of Ibn Taymiyya'’s treatise
since it highlights the connection between the Qur’an and the Bible.

455 Mirza, “lbn Taymiyya as Exegete,” 40.
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Mugqaddima.**® Mirza argued further that Ion Taymiyya employed biblical traditions
among his hermeneutical tools. He continues that Ibn Taymiyya’s short treatise should
be considered a hermeneutical shift for he utilises biblical lore to argue that Moses'
father-in-law was not Shu‘ayb.*%® Mirza contemplates that Ibn Taymiyya “began to look
at the Bible to better understand the Qur’anic passages that had biblical allusion.”46°
According to Mirza, this stands against his Mugaddima, since |lbn Taymiyya did not
consider the use of biblical traditions a legitimate method for interpreting the Qur’an. 46

Although | agree with Mirza’s claim that Ibn Taymiyya was able to employ
several hermeneutical methods in his treatise on Shu‘ayb, it seems difficult to view lbn
Taymiyya’s employment of biblical narratives independently from his hermeneutical
theory in Muqaddima. In other words, Ibn Taymiyya’s utilization of biblical traditions in
his treatise on Shu‘ayb can be better understood in light of his treatment of isra lliyyat
material. Unlike Mirza, | argue that Ibn Taymiyya's short treatise on Shu‘ayb is a
continuation and development of his ideas in Mugaddima.

Ibn Taymiyya starts his treatise by listing all the Qur’anic verses that discuss
the story of Moses’ father-in-law. He then notes that the Qur’anic story does not reveal
the name of Moses’ father-in-law, nor does the Qur’an claim his prophecy.*%? He then
resorts to what he describes as “the most authentic traditions” to prove that Moses’
father-in-law was not the prophet Shu‘ayb. He quotes the views of Companions, such
as Ibn ‘Abbas. The latter named Moses’ father-in-law Jethro and not Shu‘ayb. Ibn

Taymiyya then dedicates room to discuss the view of al-Tabari. He points out that al-
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TarabT confirms the name of the two daughters of Moses’ father-in-law. Yet al-Tabart
states that the name of Moses’ father-in-law is disputed. Al-TabarT continues that the
majority of the Companions and hadith transmitters argue that his name is Jethro. The
only exception to this is al-Hassan al-Basr1, who narrates from anonymous transmitters
that Moses’ father-in-law was Shu‘ayb.*63 Ibn Taymiyya, after citing al-Tabart’s
discussion, jumped to the conclusion that “al-Tabart says that such knowledge cannot
be verified except through an infallible source, yet we hold no further evidence.”464
Interestingly, Ibn Taymiyya quotes al-TabarT’s conclusion which echoes what he
highlighted earlier in his Muqaddima. Al-Tabart views the issue of determining Moses’
father-in-law as uncertain knowledge that is outside the Qur’an.*%> Similarly, lbn
Taymiyya states in his Muqaddima that seeking unnecessary knowledge is of no
benefit. He also highlights the fact that any attempt from Muslim exegetes to reveal
obscure meaning will lead to dispute. According to Ibn Taymiyya, such information
carries no epistemological value in itself.466

Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya sought to stress one of the important rules for Qur’anic
exegesis which he established earlier; exegetes cannot bring an interpretation to the
Qur’an except through the legitimate venues that Ibn Taymiyya highlighted earlier in
his Muqaddima. He says: “These are the books of exegesis that are known for their
authentic narratives. None of them mentioned that Moses’ father-in-law was
Shu‘ayb.”#%7 |bn Taymiyya assures that the Qur’an does not determine Moses’ father-

in-law, nor do any of the authentic exegetical books which have an unbroken chain to
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the Prophet. He attempts to give a clear example of the confusion that might occur by
attributing names to the Qur’anic figures without consulting authentic sources. For Ibn
Taymiyya, this example echoes what he states earlier in his Mugaddima with reference
to Surah (18). He argues that exegetes shall not dispute over uncertain knowledge
unless there is certain evidence to prove it.

Accordingly, Ibn Taymiyya attacked al-Tha‘lab1 for not considering authenticity
as an important factor in his tafsir. While al-Tha'labt argued that Moses’ father-in-law
was Shu‘ayb, his view is not valid since he based his argument on inauthentic
traditions. According to Ibn Taymiyya, al-Tha‘labt did not have a reliable chain of
transmitters and therefore his view is not worthy to be discussed.*%® Clearly, lbn
Taymiyya continues to criticize al-Tha'labl and underestimate his tafsir. As Mirza
suggests, al-Tha'labl must have been influential to the extent that Ibn Taymiyya was
keen to “explain why he did not deserve the position that he held.”#¢° This enables Ibn
Taymiyya to discredit the Ash‘ari exegetes and distance them from the traditionalist
movements, 470

In addition to the sayings of the Companions and the famous exegetes, lbn
Taymiyya cited the view of the People of the Book as one of those reliable views that
he considered to establish his argument. He stated that both Christians and Jews
agreed that Moses’ father- in-law was not the prophet Shu‘ayb. He continues that both
the book of the Torah that was with the Jews of his time and the Gospel that was with
the Christians of his time confirm that Moses’ father-in-law was named Yathran.4”" lbn

Taymiyya refers here to Exodus 2:16-21 and Exodus 3:1, the text tells: “Moses was
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tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian” what appears
significant here as Mirza highlights is the hermeneutical shift Ibn Taymiyya takes to
utilize Jewish and Christian sources to establish his argument.4”2

Yet, perhaps to understand Ibn Taymiyya’s decision to utilise the sources of the
People of the Book, one has to investigate if the question of Moses’ father-in-law
belongs to any of the three categories of isra’iliyyat. As it was mentioned earlier that
Ibn Taymiyya classifies ahadith isra’iliyya under three categories; narratives known to
be true because they agree with the Qur’an; narratives whose falsehood is certified
from the Qur’an, and those which do not fall into either of the other categories. Clearly,
determining Moses’ father-in-law belongs to the final category. Moses’ father-in-law
was not identified in the Qur’an, nor does it mention his identity in the authentic
traditions. It is not unexpected that Ibn Taymiyya’s immediate response to this type of
knowledge is to denounce it. Ibn Taymiyya denounces, in his Mugaddima, exegetes’
attempts to exceed the Qur’anic boundaries for the sake of what he deems to be
“unnecessary knowledge.”"?

One can reasonably wonder why Ibn Taymiyya would want to become involved
in the debate on Moses' father-in-law and why he would contradict prior statements in
his Mugaddima? It is true that Ibn Taymiyya denounced exegetes’ attempts to dispute
uncertain knowledge unless there is certain evidence to prove it. Yet, it is worth
highlighting that Ibn Taymiyya specifies one condition which he views as significant to
resolve disputes among exegetes. He states explicitly in his Muqaddima that, in case
of disputes among exegetes, one has to briefly mention the various views on the

disputed matter and distinguish between what he views as correct and incorrect. The

472 Mirza, “lbn Taymiyya as Exegete,” 51.
473 |bn Taymiyya, Muqgaddima, 100-101.
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exegete also has to identify the source of the dispute so exegetes who come after him
are not distracted with such dispute but rather with other important issues.*’*

Clearly, the dispute over determining Moses’ father-in-law was not
contemporary to Ibn Taymiyya. Rather, it appears an old dispute that traces back to
al-Tabarr’s time and continues to transfer from one generation to the other. Ibn
Taymiyya appears bothered not only by exegetes who mistakenly identify Shu‘ayb as
Moses’ father-in-law, but also by the never-ending debate about Moses’ father-in-law.
The responsibility for resolving this conflict falls on Ibn Taymiyya’s shoulders. He
emphasizes one of the important principles which he highlighted earlier in his
Mugaddima, that the popularity of a certain narrative does not imply its authenticity. In
light of this, it is impossible to confirm the widely held misconception that Moses’ father-
in-law was Shu‘ayb except through authentic sources. Ibn Taymiyya states that a
reasonable person should not be deceived by the predominance of the view that
Moses’ father-in-law is Shu‘ayb since such opinions spread among those who are
unaware of the essence of knowledge and cannot distinguish between the proofs
deducted from revelation and from logic. It might be true that their opinions are
obtained from those who name themselves carriers of knowledge [though they are
not]. Their view was opposed by other scholars. The opinions of scholars are not
demonstratively proven if there are other scholars who disagree with them. In all cases,
the dispute should be directed to the nature of the evidence that each group utilised.*”>

Ibn Taymiyya attempts to explain the nature of the dispute occurring among

scholars. According to him, “such dispute is not part of the transmitted lore, but it arises

474 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima,101.
475 |bn Taymiyya, Jami* al-Raséa’il, 65.

146



from human activity.”*’® Yet, the opinion of scholars is not definite if there are other
scholars who disagree with them. In such a case, the evidence of each group should
be compared to reach a conclusion. In doing that, Ibn Taymiyya was interested in
checking the sources for those who claimed that Shu‘ayb was Moses’ father-in-law,
and those who denied it. Ibn Taymiyya quoted the views of the People of the Book to
argue that they were not part of the dispute since they do not support al-Tha‘labt and
others who made such false claims.#’” One can expect that Ibn Taymiyya at this point
was trying to trace back the reason behind the dispute among the exegetes and bring
it to an end. This suggests that, unlike Mirza, Ibn Taymiyya’s intention was not to use
the sources of the People of the Book to support his argument. Rather, he attempted
to check all the sources he thought might be the cause of such a dispute. His role here
was not to seek unnecessary knowledge that carries no epistemological weight.
Rather, he was troubled with the ongoing disagreement and wanted to resolve it. Ibn
Taymiyya’s treatise on Shu‘ayb is rather be understood as a case study in which he
demonstrated how to resolve a dispute among exegetes. In light of that, his
engagement with biblical narratives appears limited to those that agree with the Qur’an
and reliable prophetic traditions.
Conclusion

In this chapter, | have examined Ibn Taymiyya’s position on the Bible and the
development of his ideas on the concept of tahrif. In his Mugaddima, |lbn Taymiyya
offers a new hermeneutical program in which he prioritises Qur’anic interpretations

that come from the first three generations of Islam. He proposed two significant

476 Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 136.
477 | have demonstrated earlier how Ibn Taymiyya introduced isra Tliyyat material as one of the reasons
that lead to dispute among exegetes.
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conditions for any interpretation to be accepted within Qur'anic exegesis. One is the
reliability of any interpretation, which means it has to come from an infallible source,
and second, it has to be transmitted through a reliable chain of transmitters. Ibn
Taymiyya introduced the term ahadith isra’lliyya to refer to unqualified Qur’'anic
commentaries that trace back to the People of the Book. His exclusion of isra liyyat
materials was based on two criteria; the first is that he doubted their epistemological
value and the second is that isralliyyat materials do not come from an infallible source.
He argued that isra’iliyyat material offers a type of knowledge that exceeds the
Qur’anic boundaries. This independency challenges Ibn Taymiyya who rejects any
knowledge that stands outside the defined boundaries of the Islamic scripture. Ibn
Taymiyya, towards the end of his treatise, admits that israiliyyat material cannot be
treated as one category. Rather, he places the Qur’an as the final arbitrator and goes
on to evaluate isra’iliyyat material according to the type of knowledge it offers. If its
content agrees with the Qur’an, then it is accepted and if its content contradicts the
Qur’an then it is rejected. At this point, Ibn Tayamiyya leaves the impression that he
was not against the usage of israliyyat narratives but rather he wanted to minimize its
usage to include only those that agree with the Qur’an. It is interesting to see how Ibn
Taymiyya narrowed down what he included as reliable traditions to only those traced
back to the salaf.

In his al-Jawab, Ibn Taymiyya offered a deeper discussion to address the
question of the authenticity of the Bible. His evaluation of the Bible was based on his
background as a hadith scholar. |He used hadith methodology to highlight that the
Bible was not accurately transmitted. Initially, he proved that the analogy between the

Bible and the Qur’an is false, and then he drew a parallel between the Bible, hadith
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and Sira literature. By making an analogy between the Bible and hadith, Ibn Taymiyya
set several criteria, and checked if the Bible met them. Even though he proves that
both the Torah and the Gospels did not meet those criteria, he viewed the Torah as
more authentic than the Gospels. His conclusion stems from the fact that the Torah
comes from a divine source, and it is considered a direct revelation from God. Jesus’
apostles, however, are not prophets in the same sense as Muhammad and Moses,
and they are not infallible. For Ibn Taymiyya, Jesus’ apostles resemble the Prophet’s
Companions since they were privileged to be eyewitnesses to his life and learn from
him. This however does not imply that the knowledge they obtained is certain.
Accordingly, Ibn Taymiyya categorizes this knowledge as secondary that comes after
the Qur’an and requires further examination.

His conclusion was not radical as in the case of Ibn Hazm. He took the middle
path between rejecting the Torah as inauthentic and accepting all of it as true. Ibn
Taymiyya refused the opinion that claims that the Torah was fully distorted. He also
could not accept the view that contends that nothing has changed. Nor did he support
those who argue that the Bible can be used as a historical reference. He then followed
a third path in which he argued that some texts must have undergone textual distortion.
These distortions cannot be recognized immediately but require critical examination.
Yet, Ibn Taymiyya in his short treatise on Shu‘ayb engages with the biblical source in
the story of Shu‘ayb to construct his argument. This suggests Ibn Taymiyya accepts
consulting the biblical sources if the information they offer agrees with the reliable
tradition from the Qur’an and prophetic traditions.

Clearly, Ibn Taymiyya'’s criticism of israiliyyat material was based on his wider

project to use hadith criticism to filter all inherited Qur’anic exegesis that does not
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follow his methodology. Furthermore, Ibn Taymiyya develops this approach in al-
Jawab to criticise the Bible using the same approach. Itis clear then that Ibn Taymiyya
makes the Qur’an the final arbitrator and appears to read the Bible the way he reads
the Qur’an. This approach fails to consider the difference between the two scriptures

and the very different history of revelation and canonization.
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Chapter 4: Debating Ibn Taymiyya’s Impact on Ibn Kathir (the
Islamization of isra’1liyyat)

Many western scholars question the influence of Ibn Taymiyya on the generations that
followed him. One of the salient debates claims that Ibn Taymiyya'’s legacy will not be
read before at least four centuries, not before the coming of the 20t century.4’® Walid
Saleh argues that although Ibn Taymiyya’'s hermeneutical program was distinct, the
triumph of what he describes as “radical hermeneutics” was confirmed in the second
half of the 20" century.4’® Similarly, EI-Rouayheb points out that Ibn Taymiyya had
little impact on non-Hanbali thought before the 20t century.*8® Mirza while discussing
Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise on tafsir, argues that the Mugaddima was not prominent
historically until the coming of the 20t century.*®! Does that mean that Ibn Taymiyya’s
legacy was ignored until modern times? One way to address this question is to trace
the way Ibn Taymiyya’s legacy was shaped by its reception in the work of one of his
most influential students, Ibn Kathir (d.1373).

Ibn Kathir is one of Ibn Taymiyya’s students who shows a great interest in his
master’'s hermeneutical program. Yet, scholars differ on to what extent Ibn Kathir was
influenced by Ibn Taymiyya. Scholars are divided into two camps; those who claim that

Ibn Taymiyya was “the most famous of Ibn Kathir's teachers” and therefore influenced

478\Walid Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times
ed. Rapoport, Yossef (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2015), 125.

479 Walid Saleh, “Ibn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics”, 125.

480 Khaled El-Rouayheb, “From Ibn Hajar al-Haytami (d. 1566) to Khayr al-Din al-AlGsT (d. 1899):
Changing views of Ibn Taymiyya among non-Hanbali Sunni scholars” In Ibn Taymiyya and His Times
ed. Rapoport, Yossef, 269-314 (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2015), 269.

481 Mirza, Younus Y. “How Modern Arab Editors Created Ibn Taymiyya’'s Mugaddima fi usal al-tafsir
(Introduction to the Principles of tafsir)". 7 April 2021, on Zoom. Johanna Pink, host. Freiburg
conversations on tafsir and transregional Islamic networks, 2021.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WypA70OV_jsM. (Accessed May 7,2022).
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him#82; and others who claim that Ibn Kathir took a different path based on his affiliation
as hadith scholar. This latter group argues that Ibn Kathir did not fully subscribe to the
HanbalT school.#83 Norman Calder argues that Ibn Taymiya is responsible for passing
on his disrespect of isralliyyat to his student Ibn Kathir. He continues that both teacher
and student have a strong tie to the salafi school, and they disregarded the intellectual
traditions for the sake of a rigid dogmatic agenda“*. Calder points out that many of the
salaf (i.e., the first generation of Muslims) have considered israiliyyat material with no
value to religion.*8This suggests that Ibn Kathir blindly followed his master’'s path.
Similarly, Saleh highlights that the fact that Ibn Kathir’'s verbatim quotation of the first
two chapters of Ibn Taymiyya’s Mugaddima proves the strong influence of his
master.48 MacAuliffe concludes in her chapter on isra’Tliyyat that Ibn Kathir's
assessment of that material is impacted by his master Ibn Taymiyya.*8’

Mirza on the other hand, argues that Ibn Kathir is not simply Ibn Taymiyya’s
student, rather he has a distinct Qur’anic exegesis of his own that is based on his
background as a hadith scholar. According to Mirza, Ibn Kathir's exegesis was less
influenced by his teacher Ibn Taymiyya and more of a product of the unsolved struggle

between traditionalism and rationalism.*88 In other words Ibn Kathir unlike the Hanbali

482 See Jane Dammen MacAuliffe. “Quranic Hermeneutics: The View of Al-TabarT and Ibn Kathir” Essay.
In Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur’an, edited by Rippin, Andrew, 46—63.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 55.

483 Mirza, Younus Y. “Was Ibn Kathir the ‘Spokesperson’ for Ibn Taymiyya? Jonah as a Prophet of
Obedience.” Journal of Quranic Studies 16, no. 1 (2014): 1-19.

484 Norman Calder. “TafsTr from TabarT to Ibn Kathir: problems in the Description of a Genre, illustrated
with reference to the story of Abraham.” In Approaches to the Qur’an, eds. Hawting, G. R., Abdul-
Kader A. Shareef, 100-140. (London: Routledge, 1993),124-125.

485 Norman Calder. “Tafsir from TabarT to Ibn Kathir,”120.

486 Walid Saleh, “lbn Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics,” 124

487 MacAuliffe, “Assessing the isra’1liyyat,” 361
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152



traditionalists was a shafi T traditionalist who shied away from argumentation and paid
attention to hadith science.*8°

Clearly, it is not an easy task to settle the ongoing debate among scholars.
Neither does it seem achievable to reach a scholarly consensus on where to place lbn
Kathir's contribution in relation to his teacher Ibn Taymiyya.*®® However, | will show
that this lack of consensus is due, at least in part, to both groups ignoring distinction
between theory and practice. Although Ibn Taymiyya introduced his theory on Qur’anic
exegesis, he did not produce a full Qur’anic commentary. Ibn Kathir on the other hand
adopts Ibn Tamiyya’s theory and applies it on his own terms.

In this chapter, | contend that Ibn Kathir's position on isra liyyat is a synthesis
of Ibn Taymiyya theoretical frame with methods of hadith-scholarship that Ibn Kathir
was trained in during his time in Damascus. In other words, it is neither right to claim
that Ibn Kathir subscribed totally to Ibn Taymiyya’s hermeneutical program, nor to
ignore the substantial influence of Ibn Taymiyya on Ibn Kathir's thought. | argue that
while Ibn Kathir verbatim copied Ibn Taymiyya’s three-fold division of isra’iliyyat, he
took a further step and went to apply what | describe as “the Islamization of isra iliyyat”.
By this | mean that Ibn Kathir was able to engage with biblical lore transmitted by his
ancestors by critically evaluating it, accepting the sound and rejecting the unauthentic.
By Islamising israliyyat narratives, Ibn Kathir was not, in fact, hesitant to rely heavily
on the biblical narratives after critical examination of them. Later, | will conclude that
isralliyyat material constitutes a substantial part of Ibn Kathir’s tafsir and his universal

history. This suggests that Ibn Kathir developed his teacher’s theory and did not simply

489 Mirza, Younus Y. “Was Ibn Kathir the ‘Spokesperson’ for Ibn Taymiyya?” 4.
490 Reynolds argues that Ibn Kathir was influenced by his teacher Ibn Taymiyya and refused
speculative rationalism. For more information see Reynolds, the Quran, and its biblical subtext, 29.
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accept it. | will examine Ibn Kathir's position and what led him first to warn against
isra’fliyyat in his introduction and then utilize them extensively. Since Ibn Kathir quoted
extensively from al-Tabart, | will examine what is the difference between the two
approaches, i.e., how Ibn Kathir was selective while dealing with al-Tabarr’s work and
how he was able to filter many of the narratives that were accepted by al-Tabarl.
Finally, | will investigate how Ibn Kathir distinguishes himself from his predecessors.

This chapter comprises three elements. | will review Ibn Kathir's hermeneutical
program in his Qur’anic commentary and universal history and examine his treatment
of what he called “isra fliyyat”. | will then question Ibn Kathir's application to his master,
Ibn Taymiyya'’s theoretical frame and view to what extent he is loyal to his teacher |bn
Taymiyya.*®! Lastly, | will compare the theoretical frame he states in his introductions
with his own application of it. This will enable me to show when Ibn Kathir departs from
Ibn Taymiyya’s theory and when he is able to bring his own understanding to it. But
before that, | will spare some room to discuss Ibn Kathir’'s background and his link with
his master Ibn Taymiyya and the hadith circle. The question of Ibn Kathir's position on
tahrif is embedded in his treatment to biblical lore.*92 | will examine if Ibn Kathir's
perception of fahrif will influence his engagement with biblical lore.

Ibn Kathir was born in Busra (b.1301), yet he moved to Damascus when he was
five after his father's death. In Damascus, Ibn Kathir was lucky to study with the best
teachers and he showed a great interest in studying Islamic jurisprudence and

hadith.*% There he was described as one of the best students and was praised for his

491 1bn Kathir makes references to his universal history in his tafsir which means that he compiled his
tafsir first and he produces an abridged version of the biblical stories in his history. See Tafsir Ibn Kathir,
I, 145.

492 | have explained the doctrine of tahrif in chapter (2).

493 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, 1, 3-5.
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ability to memorize various hadiths with their transmitters. Among his teachers was the
prominent ShafiT traditionalist al-Dhahabr (d.1348) who is known for his work on hadith
science. Al-Dhahabrt also compiled many books on hadith transmitters. Al-Dhahabt
counted Ibn Kathir among the best hadith transmitters and also described him as a
skilful jurist, an authentic transmitter and an exegete who is keen to covey the prophetic
traditions with their full isnad. He also spoke highly about Ibn Kathir's ability to
memorize many of the hadiths with their full chain and transmitters.% This perhaps
explains to what extent |bn Kathir was impacted by the hadith scholars surrounding
him. Accordingly, it is not surprising that while Ibn Kathir was compiling his Qur’anic
commentary, he paid attention to authentic traditions and reliable historical narratives.
As Mirza points out, one of the significant contributions of the Shafi‘T traditionalists was
their development of hadith science. “Ibn Kathir's Tafsir is unique in that it presents a
hadith “evaluation” (fakhrij) of the traditionalist tafsirs before him.”#% lbn Kathir also
was influenced by Ibn Taymiyya who was one of his famous teachers in Damascus. |
will come to discuss this in detail when | address how Ibn Kathir was influenced by Ibn
Taymiyya’s hermeneutical program.

As a scholar, Ibn Kathir is known for his huge work on tafsir which collects a
massive number of hadith and tafsir of the Companions. Ibn Kathir also compiled “al-
Bidaya wa al- Nihaya” a multivolume work on history that contains historical accounts
of the prophets and the previous nations. Furthermore, Ibn Kathir wrote several books

on the science of hadith and transmitters. It is worth mentioning that Ibn Kathir was a

494 Shams al-D1n al-Dhahabi, Al-Mu'jam al-Mukhtas bil Muhadithin (Al-Ta’if, Saudi: al- Sidik library,
1988), 74-75.

4% Tafsir Ibn Kathir: a window onto medieval Islam and a guide to the development of the modern
Islamic orthodoxy” In Routledge Companion to the Qur'an, 1st ed., 245-52 (New York: Routledge,
2021), 245.
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part of a group of hadith scholars who were affiliated with the Shafi‘T school of law.
This group was less interested in theology and more interested in the science of hadith
and its various branches. This influenced Ibn Kathir, particularly his works on history
and tafsir which are more centred around hadith criticism.4% As Mirza suggests lbn
Kathir's ties were more to the Shafi‘T traditionalists than the Hanbalt. 497

In his introduction to tafsir Ibn Kathir crystallizes his hermeneutical program
which he later puts into practice. He verbatim copies the last two chapters of Ibn
Taymiyya’s Muqaddima. He begins by asking about the best method of interpreting the
Qur’an. Ibn Kathir lists sources that exegetes utilized in interpreting the Qur'an. He
argues that the best way to interpret the Qur’an is the Qur’an itself. Simply, the Qur’'an
is a comprehensive book, and it contains all the knowledge Muslims need. Yet, if one
is not able to find a suitable interpretation from within the Qur’an then the second
source is the prophetic tradition. If no interpretation is found in either, then the next
comes the sayings of the Prophet’'s Companions who were eyewitnesses to his life.4%8
The Prophet's Companions witnessed the circumstances and situations that
surrounded the revelation and therefore can provide a suitable interpretation. For these
last two sources, Ibn Kathir highlights the importance of authenticity in transmitting the
tradition.*®® This will allow him to apply isnad criticism in which he will be able to
distinguish between sound and weak traditions.

Although Ibn Kathir lists the prophetic tradition as a valuable source in

interpreting the Qur’an, he highlights the problem of some hadiths that come from the

4% Mirza, “Tafsir Ibn Kathir,” 245-246.

497 Mirza, “Was Ibn Kathir the ‘Spokesperson’ for Ibn Taymiyya?” 5.
498 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, 1, 9.

499 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, 1, 9.
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People of the book. For instance, Ibn Kathir listed both Ibn ‘Abbas and Ibn Mas ud as
trustworthy transmitters. Yet they narrated from the People of the Book. Ibn Kathir
wants to question if those narratives can still be used to interpret the Qur’an. Ibn Kathir
seems to be troubled by including the biblical narratives (ahadith isra’iliyya) as a
source to interpret the Qur'an. He rushes to minimize their usage. He says: “those
ahadith isra’iliyya are quoted for supplementary attestations as they are not qualified
to be used as evidence to support the Qur’anic narrative.”5%

Ibn Kathir accepted Ibn Taymiyya’s three-fold division of isra’iliyyat, those
narratives known to be true because they agree with the Qur'an®', those whose
falsehood has been confirmed by the Qur’an and, finally, those which fall into neither
of these categories. Ibn Kathir insists that the third section. i.e., those narratives which
we have no evidence either to support or reject, carry no religious value. Furthermore,
they are considered a source of dispute among the People of the Book.5%? This dispute
transferred to the Muslim exegetes who delved into discussing those narratives. Yet,
despite Ibn Kathir's harsh criticism, he states that it is permissible to narrate from the
final category to highlight their danger for causing disputes.503

Clearly, Ibn Kathir draws attention to the Qur’anic allusive style in referencing
legends from the previous nations. He says that there are several Qur’anic examples
in which the Qur’anic stories are cited as incomplete. He states that the exegetes’
endeavours to reveal the ambiguity of those verses will not lead to any certain

knowledge. Exegetes rush to cross the Qur’anic boundary and seek other sources to

500 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, 1, 10.

501 There is a contemporary scholar who argues that narratives that agrees with the Qur’an shall not
longer classified under isra Tliyyat, they rather considered as part of Islamic knowledge. For more
information see, Amal Rab1', isra lliyyat in al-Tabari’s Tafsir, (Cairo: The ministry of Awqgaf), 2001.
502 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, |, 10.

503 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, |, 10-11.
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introduce a complete picture of the story. Yet, Ibn Kathir states that those missing parts
carry no religious value. He argues however that transmitting this category of
knowledge is still significant if the exegete intends to refer to their status as a disputed
matter. Ibn Kathir then directs the exegetes on the proper action to deal with such
disputed knowledge. He continues that the best way is to mention all the opinions
expressed and then correct the sound and reject the false. According to Ibn Kathr, this
is the ideal method for stopping the dispute.%04

Ibn Kathir did not stop at this point. He went further to warn against those
exegetes who list disputed matters without necessarily listing the various opinions
around them. According to Ibn Kathr, the right opinion might be the one that is missing.
He also warns against those who list all the opinions without directing the audience to
what is correct and what is incorrect.%% Clearly, Ibn Kathir wants to ensure that the
gate of dispute is closed and that no further investigation will be conducted by the
following generations. To achieve this goal, Ibn Kathir urges exegetes to bear the
responsibility of listing all the recorded opinions around the disputed matters and reveal
their own opinion.

Unlike his Qur’anic commentary, Ibn Kathir briefly discusses his approach
towards israiliyyat in his universal history. He states: “We only accept from isra Mliyyat
material what is permissible to us, i.e., the Prophet (al shari‘) permits us to transmit.”5%
He goes on to say this must agree with the Qur’an and the prophetic traditions. He
then argues that this section, the one the Prophet permits, is the one that comes under

the third category (i.e., those narratives that are neither confirmed nor rejected). lbn
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Kathir is still interested in highlighting the function of those narratives, he says “we
quote those narratives for the sake of embellishment of the Qur’anic story not for
support.”®” He then justifies his position “We rely only on the book of God, the
Prophet’s sayings and those traditions that have proven their authenticity, and we
distinguish what is sound from what is weak.”>%® This highlights how Ibn Kathir as a
hadith scholar is interested in considering the authenticity of traditions as one important
aspect in determining whether to accept them. At this point it is important to note that
Ibn Kathir’'s approach appears identical to his master’s Ibn Taymiyya; Ibn Kathir is not
only applying the same approach of his teacher, but rather he quotes the same
wordings, and examples cited by his master.

After clearly stating his position Ibn Kathir goes to discuss pieces of evidence
mentioned by the Prophet on how to treat the biblical narratives. He provides an
interpretation to the hadith mentioned by the Prophet “convey from band isra’iel*® with
no objection.”®'% He also cites another tradition from ‘Abdallah Ibn ‘Amr in which the
latter states that he received two camels loaded with books from the People of the
Book and he kept narrating stories from those books.%!" These traditions clearly state
that it is permissible for Muslims to use Jewish and Christian sources. Scholars differ
on the interpretations of these hadiths, and they argue whether they give permission
to Muslims to narrate from the People of the Book. We have discussed this widely in
the early chapters. Yet, according to Ibn Kathir, this permission is given to one category

of the biblical narratives, those which we have no proof to accept nor to reject.
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Interestingly, the same hadith was cited by Ibn Taymiyya to justify the position of the
Companions who narrated from the People of the Book. Ibn Taymiyya argues that Ibn
‘Abbas and Ibn Mas‘ud’s acceptance of narrating from the People of the Book is based
on the permission given in this hadith.%'? lon Taymiyya however does not determine
which category of the biblical narratives is permitted under this hadith. It was Ibn Kathir
who argues that this hadith should be understood with reference to the third category;
those narratives that are neither confirmed nor rejected. He later argues that this is the
only category that is allowed to be transmitted.>'3

Ibn Kathir states that the Qur'an narrates sufficient parts about the previous
nations, and the Prophet came to confirm what the Qur’an stated earlier and provide
details that Muslims needed to understand. Clearly, Ibn Kathir points to the two main
sources of revelation; the Qur'an and the prophetic tradition. They encompass all the
sufficient knowledge for believers. He continues that Muslims should abandon those
extra details that carry no value. He argues that those disputed details were a source
of attraction for the People of the Book’s scholars. He admits that Muslim scholars are
also interested in transmitting those types of knowledge. Yet, he highlights that he is
not willing to follow any of his predecessors’ approach. Even in a few cases when he
is obliged to narrate from the biblical lore, he admits that he will discuss it briefly.
Additionally, Ibn Kathir obliges himself to distinguish between what he believes is
correct and what is incorrect.5'* This way, Ibn Kathir seems to apply a restricted

approach towards knowledge that comes from band isra’iel’s sources.

512 |bn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 98.
513 |bn Kathir, al-Bidayah Wa al-Nihaya, |, 6-7.
514 |bn Kathir, al-Bidayah Wa al- Nihaya, |, 6
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Ibn Kathir's claim that biblical lore lacks authentic transmission leads him to
question the authenticity of the Bible. He spares no effort in his universal history and
tafsir to remind his reader that one of the reasons that has required him to apply a
restricted approach to biblical lore is that those previous scriptures were subjected to
distortion. Interestingly, Ibn Kathir highlights the concept of tahrif as one important
factor that affects the authenticity of the previous scriptures.®'® Accordingly, the
traditions that come from the People of the Book might contain errors and mistakes. In
the introduction to his history, he states clearly that Muslims should not rush to quote
from the People of the Book's sources because they have tampered with their
scripture. Similarly, in his tafsir, he questions the authenticity of the Bible and wonders
if the People of the Book are responsible for tampering with their scripture.>'®
Furthermore, Ibn Kathir devotes a chapter in his universal history to discuss the
concept of tahrif and to examine if the Torah and the Gospel underwent any changes
by their adherents. | will discuss this at the end of this chapter.

Reading the introduction of Ibn Kathir's history and fafsir, leaves the impression
that he is identical to his mentor Ibn Taymiyya. Ibn Kathir uses the same argument and
approach to warn against the spread of those unauthentic materials. He also verbatim
copies several Qur’anic proofs to justify his position on isra miyyat. Furthermore, he
accepts Ibn Taymiyya’s conclusion to minimize the usage of those narratives to merely

enhance the narrative of the Qur’anic story but not as support.

Yet, it is significant to highlight that despite both Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir

agreeing to some extent that isra iliyyat material with no supportive evidence can still

515 |bn Kathir, al-Bidayah Wa al- Nihaya, |, 7.
516 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, |l, 56
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be transmitted, each one of them has a distinct motive. Ibn Taymiyya argues that the
main reason to include this material is to warn against them and to distinguish between
what is sound and what is not authentic.%'” Ibn Kathir, on the other hand, argues that
those materials can still be used to clarify and enhance the Qur anic story; to clarify
what would be obscure in the Qur'an and they can be a benefit to provide extra
information to what might be briefly mentioned in the Qur’an. Again, he highlights that
despite having no benefit,%'® those materials can still be used to embellish the story
but not as a piece of supportive evidence.'® Surprisingly, lbn Kathir introduces a new
usage for what Ibn Taymiyya listed as useless and carries no value. lbn Kathir
highlights the fact that this section still can be transmitted and according to him this is
the only section that can be transmitted within the Islamic literature. This new approach
adopted by Ibn Kathir paved the way for him to depart from his teacher and enabled
him to include many of the biblical narratives in his work. He yields some interesting
benefits from doing so.

Before turning to Ibn Kathir's application of his master's hermeneutical theory,
it is important to highlight a significant methodological difference between Ibn Kathir
and al-Tabarl. Ibn Kathir applies a consistent approach to isra iliyyat in both tafsir and
history. Clearly, this comes in contrast to his predecessors, particularly al-Tabart, an
author whom |bn Kathir quotes extensively in his work. Ibn Kathir devotes more room

in his tafsir to discuss his approach towards the biblical narratives. Similarly, he applies

517 Ibn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 101.

518 This distinction between “beneficial knowledge” and “non beneficial knowledge” is explicitly
articulated within the salafi school, Ibn Rajab al-Hanball, the student of Ibn Taymiya’s student Ibn al-
Qayyum wrote a book to promote the knowledge of salaf over the khalaf’'s knowledge. See, Ibn
Rajab, Fadl ‘ilm al-Salaf ‘ala ‘ilm al-Khalaf (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Azharya lil Turath, 2000).
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the same methodology in his history. This comes in contrast to al-TabarT who appears
to have a relaxed approach in his history compared to his restricted approach in the
Qur’anic commentary. Al-TabarT states clearly that one reason for this is simply the
very different nature of each genre. Al-Tabart writes his history as a “historian” which
means that his role is to be open to a range of material and whatever reaches him from
the news of the previous nations without necessarily evaluating his sources.
Furthermore, he does not pay attention to the authenticity of those narratives.?° This
approach enables al-TabarT to quote extensively from the People of the Book’s
narratives even if the narratives are not in agreement with the Qur’an. Unlike his book
on history, al-TabarT applies a more restricted approach in his Qur’anic commentaries.
He admits that his role is not simply to collect and record the exegetical traditions
before him; rather, he distinguishes between the sound and the weak of those
narratives and reveals his preference.®?' In other words, al-Tabari claims to be
selective while dealing with the Qur’anic interpretations; the authenticity of the
narratives was an important factor that he decided to prioritise. Yet, in many cases, it
was sufficient for him to list the chain of transmitters for each narrative and leave the
choice to his reader to decide on the reliability of the narrator. Although both authors
supposedly subscribed to the same category of tafsir (tafsir bi-l ma’thdr), it is
interesting to examine how each one has a distinct approach. It is worth mentioning
that al-TabarT’s tafsir is classified as tafsir bi-l ma’thdr for the huge number of hadith

incorporated into it. Yet, Ibn Kathir considers hadith tradition as the only interpretive

320 Tarikh al-Tabari, 1, 7-8.
321 Tafsir al-Tabart, 1, 6-7.
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tool. It is true as Salah points out that al-TabarT's “was never Salafi enough for the
Salafis...”%22

Ibn Kathir however writes his history as a “hadith scholar” not as a “historian”.
This means that the authenticity of the news and the reports he includes comes first
and foremost as an important factor in deciding a tradition’s trustworthiness. He has
no qualms in rejecting material that does not fulfil the hadith criteria. Applying such a
restricted approach to his history, Ibn Kathir seems to produce an abridged version of
the universal history compared to those preceding him. His universal history is merely
that news (akhbar) and reports that meet the requirement of authenticity. As Tottoli
suggests the structure of Ibn Kathir's universal history is influenced by his approach
on the restriction of the biblical lore. The presentation of the Qur’anic verses and the
prophetic traditions is dominant in the section he devotes to biblical prophets.5?3This
indicates that the depiction of the biblical prophets in his history is merely a reflection
of the Qur’anic narrative and sound hadith.

Similarly, Ibn Kathir's tafsir®?* appears unique in the way it substantially
includes hadith science. Most of the Qur’anic interpretations he provides are those
authentic traditions that inherited from his ancestors. In short, Ibn Kathir is a
representative of the traditionalists who believe that the Qur’an is understood via the
traditions that were inherited from the early generation of Muslims.52> Consequently,

Ibn Kathir's main interest is to produce a tafsir that is focused on the science of hadith

522 \Walid Saleh “Preliminary Remarks on the Historiography of Tafsir in Arabic: A History of the Book
Approach.” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 12 (2010): 6-44 at 14.

523 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran and Muslim Literature, 175.

524 Mirza wrote a recent article on how Ibn Kathir tafsir continues to develop in the modern times and
how it was cited in the modern world by Shakir, al-Sabint and others. For more information check
“Tafsir Ibn Kathir: a window onto medieval Islam and a guide to the development of the modern
Islamic orthodoxy” In Routledge Companion to the Qur'an, 1st ed., 245-52 (New York: Routledge,
2021).
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and discuss the chain of narrators and their reliability. Furthermore, his tafsir should
be considered a response to exegesis of the Ash arl school that is less argumentative
and more of an authentic record of the early Muslims.®?¢ |bn Kathir while writing his
tafsir serves two roles; on one hand, he is an exegete whose interest is to explore
various interpretations of the Qur’an and on the other hand, he is a hadith scholar
whose primary focus is the veracity of the narrative. It is interesting to view how |bn
Kathir switches between those two roles or perhaps prioritize one over the other.%%”
Ibn Kathir is also less interested in speculative theology and argumentation. He
maintains as Mirza suggests the “moral theology”. His tafsir is concerned with hadith
and hadith’s full chain of transmitters.%28

Accordingly, his tafsir is the product of merging two sources of revelation: the
Quran and hadith. He is less interested in providing rational speculation not only
because it does not lead to any certainty but also because it is considered a
“dangerous temptation.”®?® Mirza points out that what distinguished the ShafiT
traditionalists from Ibn Taymiyya is that they were a group of hadith scholars who
attempted to avoid any rational speculation, and were thus critical of theology and
philosophy.%30 |t is typical for Ibn Kathir to resort to the Qur’an itself as his first attempt
to interpret the Qur’an. Ibn Kathir then references traditions that are inherited from the
first generation of Muslims. While considering the authenticity of narratives as the final

arbitrator for a reliable interpretation, Ibn Kathir is also interested in providing the full

526 Mirza, “Was Ibn Kathir the ‘spokesperson’ for Ibn Taymiyya,”1.

527 For more information on the difference between the mufassir and muhaddith see Speight, R.
Marston “The Function of Hadith Commentary on the Qur’an, as Seen in the Six Authoritative
Collections.” Essay In Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur'an, 63—80 (New York:
oxford university press, 1988).
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529 Reynold, the Quran and its biblical subtext, 226.
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chain of transmitters (isnad) of a single tradition. He also tends to evaluate the quality
of isnad; in many instances, he goes on to compare the list of narrators for a single
tradition and mention his preference. He is suspicious of the source of any narrative if
it goes back to the People of the Book. Clearly, Ibn Kathir's sources of support were
not the scholars of exegesis, or those who were interested in legal theory or kalam.
Rather Ibn Kathir's sources of inspiration were the scholars of hadiths and those who
are known for their great collection of hadith.%3'

Yet, one must admit that Ibn Kathir’s reliance on hadith makes his exegetical
task more difficult if notimpossible. His haggadical exegesis appears more constrained
since he had to substitute the various traditions already produced by his predecessors
for more authentic interpretations that fulfil hadith requirements. Yet, this is hard to
apply to the entire Qur'an. One expects to see |lbn Kathir in a position where he
possibly has limited sources. In this case, Ibn Kathir is presumably pressured to accept
a single narrative that contradicts the authentic tradition by attempting to reconcile his
sources. In another scenario, Ibn Kathir is pushed to continue to cite a tradition
because it is known for its frequent usage among his ancestors. Ibn Kathir encounters
this type of challenge when he is dealing with the biblical stories mentioned in the
Qur’an. He either has no other source to consider for interpretation or is troubled by
the fact that a single tradition, while being not authentic, has been frequently used and
transmitted by other exegetes. Yet, in all cases, Ibn Kathir pays attention to the content
as it must agree with the Qur’an. In the coming few lines, | will examine several

examples that raise certain challenges for Ibn Kathir.

531 Norman Calder. “Tafsir from Tabarf to Ibn Kathir,”130.
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In his introduction to tafsir Ibn Kathir directs his readers on the proper treatment
of those suspected narratives that come from the People of the Book’s sources. For
Ibn Kathir there are two important Companions who seem to transmit those stories
from the People of the Book. Ibn Mas’tGd and Ibn 'Abbas. Although they are the most
knowledgeable on fafsir, Ibn Kathir argues that they tend to transmit narratives that
come from the People of the Book.%3? He tries various methods to check the
authenticity of these narratives. First, he checks the authenticity by making sure the
narrative is coming via reliable transmitters. In some cases, it is possible for a single
narrative to be transmitted by various narrators. Such a condition increases the chance
of this narrative being accepted. Yet, Ibn Kathir found it problematic for a narrative to
come via reliable transmitters like Ibn Mas’tGd and Ibn "Abbas, yet, traced back to the
People of the Book, not the Prophet. In such a condition, Ibn Kathir applies a different
approach; he checks the content (matn) criticism to make sure it agrees with the
Qur’an. %33

On another occasion, Ibn Kathir denies the epistemological value of a narrative
because it was established on an invalid question. For Ibn Kathir, the curiosity of an
exegete to ask an unanswered question, opens the door to consulting extra-Qur’anic
sources which increases the disagreement among exegetes. Ibn Kathir however views
this direction as worthless as it does not lead to any certain knowledge.%*
Furthermore, it encourages dispute to arise among Muslim exegetes. Ibn Kathir
provides several Qur’anic examples in which the Qur’an mentioned the story in brief.

Yet the exegetes tend to dispute among themselves on details that are not mentioned

532 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, |, 10.
533 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, |, 10. See also Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah Wa al- Nihaya, |, 6.
534 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, 1, 10
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in the Qur’an. Ibn Kathir argues that there is no benefit from seeking extra- Qur’anic
knowledge to disclose the meaning of those verses which are equivocal in nature. He
however sees no objection in narrating and transmitting the dispute that occurs among
exegetes.?% Indeed, this opens the door for Ibn Kathir to narrate many of the biblical
lore circulated by the Muslim’s exegetes.

Clearly, closing the door of the dispute was an important goal for Ibn Taymiyya
and his student Ibn Kathir after him. This comes in contrast to al-Tabart who does not
appear to be annoyed by the scholar's dispute. As Reynolds points out al-TabarT sees
nothing scandalous in reporting the scholars’ confusion.%3¢ In several cases, al-Tabart
starts his commentary by stressing the fact that there are various contradicting
opinions among Muslim scholars. He also appears less interested in solving any
contradictory opinions or attempting to reduce the dispute to one true opinion.%¥"This
difference between the two authors affects the way they were interested in
incorporating various sources. While for al-Tabart the polyvalent reading of the text is
important to his reader, Ibn Kathir however tends to reduce the multivalent readings of
the texts into a single authentic one. He also makes sure the various opinions he
included are in balance with one another and there is nothing left for his reader to
decide.

Here is one example that illustrates how Ibn Kathir approaches equivocal
verses that appear to raise disagreement among Muslim exegetes. In the story of
Adam in Surah (2), the Qur’an speaks of the forbidden tree that both Adam and Eve

were not allowed to approach. The Qur’an says: “but do not approach this tree, lest

535 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, |, 10-11.
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you be among wrongdoers.” 53 The Qur’an does not state any further information
about the nature of this tree or determine which type of tree it was. Obviously, there
are several attempts from exegetes to determine which tree it was. The sheer weight
of such traditions was impossible to ignore altogether. Ibn Kathir listed at least six
different opinions for several exegetes. Among those views were those narrated on the
authority of the People of the Book via Wahb ibn Munabih. Ibn Kathir came to conclude
that it is hard to reach an agreement on the type of tree. He then cites a quotation from

al-TabarT in which the latter says:

God allowed Adam and his wife to eat from every tree in Paradise except one, yet they
disobeyed Him and ate from it. We lack sufficient information to determine which tree it was,
since God does not provide any clear evidence from the Qur’an nor from the authentic
sunna....%%°

For Ibn Kathir all the opinions expressed by exegetes of this category are either correct
or incorrect. Accordingly, it is difficult to arrive at the correct opinion. He continues that
this type of knowledge is not beneficial by itself since it does not add something new
to those who attempt to disclose it. Similarly, disregarding it has no negative
consequence.?? This is identical to Ibn Taymiyya’s epistemological theory which he
develops in his Mugaddima. Ibn Taymiyya argues that the Qur’an is a comprehensive
book, and itincludes all the essential knowledge required for a believer.#! Interestingly
Ibn Kathir despite his frequent warning against delving into extra- Qur’anic details that
are not mentioned in the Qur’an nor in the prophetic traditions, is still interested in the

transmission of those narratives and the discussions around them. Furthermore, he

538 (Qur. 2:35)
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spells out the various opinions recorded by his predecessors; he confirms the authentic
tradition and rejects the weak of the tradition.54?

Yet, it is worth mentioning that Ibn Kathir is not interested all the time to develop
a discussion around isra’1liyyat. He appears to be careful while retelling stories that
affect the infallibility of the prophets. He sometimes refuses to use isra’iliyyat and
refrains from delving into more details that might affect the morality of the prophets. As
it was stated earlier, Ibn Kathir subscribed to a “moral theology” in which he attempts
to present the prophets as “role models”. He senses a high risk of including certain
details that might lead to destroying the moral image of the prophets. In such a case,
he rejects the story altogether to the extent he is not even interested in reporting what
his predecessors have transmitted. The example of this comes clear in the story of
David in the Qur’an (38). While commenting on (38:22) Ibn Kathir finds himself in a
position that he adheres to provide a context to the Qur’anic verse. The Qur’'an says:
“When they entered upon David, and he was alarmed by them? They said, "Fear not.
[We are] two adversaries, one of whom has wronged the other, so judge between us
with truth and do not exceed [it] and guide us to the sound path.”5*3 The verse refers
to the two anonymous guests who randomly break into David's worshipping place.
David later knew that the guests were God’s messengers who came to teach him a
lesson. The context of this story can be found in the Bible when David saw a beautiful
lady bathing from his rooftop and sent her husband to the war so he can marry her.54
The Qur’anic verse indicates that God sent him the two angles to make him aware of

his sin. Al-TabarT has no compunction in providing a context that resembles the biblical

542 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, |, 11.
543 (Qur.38:22).
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story in his tafsir and history.5#° Yet, despite his extensive quotations from al-Tabarf,
Ibn Kathir decides not to follow al-TabarT in this incident. He instead makes it clear that
those isra’ilireports are not acceptable. Ibn Kathir is aware that there are many reports
that are circulated by other exegetes, yet he refuses to continue transmitting them. He
then contends that most of those reports are unauthentic and therefore he decided not
to comment on those verses. Ibn Kathir argues that it is sufficient for his reader to
recite the Qur’anic story without necessarily having any extra- Qur'anic knowledge
that might mislead his audience.%*® It is important to mention that al-Tabart’s version
despite resembling the biblical story, has a different element that reflects the Islamic
morals. Unlike the biblical story which points that David slept with the lady without
marriage, and then she got pregnant, al-TabarT’s version indicates that David married
the lady after she got divorced. This clearly shows that al-TabarT himself filtered the
biblical story to agree with the prophet’s morality in Islam. Yet interestingly the version
al-TabarT introduces remains inappropriate and unacceptable to Ibn Kathir so he
refrains from circulating it in his work.

Another example that is illustrated by Ibn Kathir, is his attempt to resolve a
theological dispute among hadith transmitters that is based on a narrative coming from
the People of the Book. While discussing the creation of the heaven and the earth |bn
Kathir was struck by a hadith narrated on the authority of AbG-Hurayra in which the
latter states that God has created the heaven and the earth and what is between them
in six days and then He established Himself on the Throne on day seven. And he

created soil on Saturday.%*” What appears problematic for Ibn Kathir is that there is a

545 Tarikh al-Tabar, |, 480.
546 |bn Kathir, al-Bidayah Wa al- Nihaya, I, 13, see also his comment in his tafsir VI, 51.
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consensus among Muslim scholars that the creation starts on Sunday and ends on
Friday. Yet, the referenced tradition oddly argues that the creation ends on Saturday.
Furthermore, the hadith states that the process of creation lasts for seven days. Ibn
Kathir admits that there are many hadith transmitters who have questioned the veracity
of this hadith. He continues that a group of them argue that while this narrative is
transmitted by Abd-Hurayra- a trustworthy hadith transmitter- it may have originated
from Ka'b. Yet, Ka‘'b’s name does not appear among the transmitters of this narrative.
Ibn Kathir accepts this possibility and goes further to explain what might have
happened in this case. He points out that both Ka'b and Abd-Hurayra used to
exchange ideas and have discussions around various hadiths. Presumably, in one of
those meetings, Ka'b shared the traditions he heard from the People of the Book with
Abud-Hurayra. However, hadith transmitters confused what Abd-Hurayra’s narratives
that come from the Prophet with those traditions he heard from Ka‘b.%# At this point,
it seems that Ibn Kathir applies isnad criticism to evaluate the authenticity of a
particular tradition.

Ibn Kathir then takes a further step and goes on to apply what is described as
“matn criticism”, i.e., checking the narrative content and viewing if the general meaning
agrees with the Qur’an. To Ibn Kathir, the obvious meaning of this narrative contradicts
the Qur’anic narrative. The narrative states that the creation of the earth took seven
days. The Qur’an however narrates that the earth was created in four days and the
heaven in two days. The total days of creation according to the Qur’anic narrative is

six and not seven. This was another reason for |Ibn Kathir to doubt the authenticity of

548 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya, |, 17.
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Abd-Hurayra’s narrative. Ibn Kathir finally came to classify this narrative as a rejected
israfliyyat report.54°

Furthermore, Ibn Kathir is interested in providing the biographies of the hadith
transmitters and discussing their reliability. In this case, Ibn Kathir is not reluctant to
discuss Ka'b and his affiliation with the People of the Book. Ibn Kathir contends that
Ka'b converted to Islam during the reign of the third Caliph ‘Umar. Ka'b used to share
many of his Jewish traditions and ‘Umar not only listened to the stories he narrated but
also permitted him to re-tell stories that are consistent with the Qur’an.%%° Furthermore,
the Prophet himself allowed early Muslims to narrate what they heard from the People
of the Book. This encourages “many transmitters to accept whatever Ka'b narrates.”
Yet, there are several mistakes and errors that come with those israiliyyat reports. |lbn
Kathir goes further to criticize the narratives of Ka'b, he quoted a statement from Mu’
awiya in which the latter admits that Ka'b’s narratives include lies and many errors.
Mu‘awiya explicitly attacks Ka'b for bringing lies via his narratives. Ibn Kathir made a
clear statement so that he would not be misunderstood as attacking Ka'b’s reliability.
He concurs with Mu‘awiya that Ka'b’s narratives may include mistakes. However, he
explains that those lies, and errors come unintentionally in his narratives.55'At this point
Ibn Kathir attempts to explain how transmitters must be careful with Ka‘b’s narratives;
Ka'b is a trustworthy transmitter yet the fact that he narrates from the People of the
Book’s stories makes his narratives subject to lies and mistakes.5%?

Clearly, what led Ibn Kathir to include narratives that contradict the Qur’an is

that these types of narratives were transmitted and recorded by his predecessors. It is
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true that Ibn Kathir is less interested in transmitting this type of narrative as he states
clearly in his introduction, yet the authority given to those narratives by lbn Kathir's
predecessors is what makes it hard for |Ibn Kathir to avoid them altogether. Ibn Kathir
however, argues that the acceptance of those narratives by several scholars does not
prove their authenticity. Ibn Kathir then applies a final step in which he critically
evaluates those narratives and contrasts them with authentic traditions. If they agree
with the Qur’an, he accepts them. If they oppose the Qur’an, he rejects them.%% Yet,
the fact that Ibn Kathir had to show his reader the whole process of evaluating those
narratives and the reliability of his transmitters and not simply stating his outcome is
clear evidence that Ibn Kathir's circle was a group of hadith scholars who considers
authenticity as their priority. Furthermore, Ibn Kathir’'s usage of hadith abbreviation and
terminologies suggests that his audience was not simply laypeople but a group of
hadith scholars who are able to differentiate between weak and authentic tradition.%%4

Looking into Ibn Kathir’s history, one finds several examples in which |bn Kathir
attempts to reconcile his sources. As | mentioned before, early historians like al-Tabart
seem to rely heavily on the People of the Book’s sources particularly when it comes to
the stories of the biblical figures. Ibn Kathir's decision to critically evaluate his sources
before accepting them put him in a position where he is out of sources. This led him to
include narratives that come from the People of the Book which he then tries to
reconcile between his various sources.®®® In one example Ibn Kathir discusses the

number of years Adam lived on earth.%6 |bn Kathir points out that there is an authentic

583 |bn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa al-Nihaya, 1,18
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hadith that states that Adam lived around 1000 years. Yet, Ibn Kathir mentions another
report from the People of the Book that points out that Adam lived 930 years. Ibn
Kathir’s first attempt was to prioritise the knowledge that comes from the authentic
hadith as it traces back to an infallible source, the Prophet. He then tries to reconcile
the hadith on one hand and the biblical narrative on the other hand. He does a quick
mathematical equation as he argues that, unlike Muslims who used the lunar calendar,
the People of the Book used the solar calendar. He proceeds by stating that these 930
solar years are equivalent to 957 lunar years. If we add this to the sum of 43 years, the
period of Adam’s sojourn in Paradise, then the total is thousand years. |bn Kathir found
no problem in accepting the biblical narrative as it does not contradict the prophetic
tradition.>%”

Similarly, Ibn Kathir while retelling the story of Noah, comes to answer a
question about his wife and whether she was among those aboard the ark. According
to Ka'b, Noah’s wife and his sons’ spouses were aboard Noah’s ark. |bn Kathir finds
this piece of information problematic since it contradicts the explicit meaning of the
Qur’anic verse. According to the Qur’an, Noah’s wife was an unbeliever and she
perished along with the rest of Noah’s family who refused to join him. lbn Kathir
attempts to reconcile his sources. He offers a new interpretation in which he accepts
the possibility of Noah’s wife being among those aboard the ark, yet he suggests that
she might become an infidel later. Alternatively, he keeps the possibility that she might
not have perished during the deluge as God postponed her punishment to the

hereafter.5%8
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While attempting to reconcile his sources, Ibn Kathir explains the distinctiveness
of Islamic tradition and how Islam as a religion adheres to a separate system of belief.
This appears clearly in the story of Solomon. While commenting on the Qur’anic story
of Solomon, Ibn Kathir comes to the verse that discusses how Solomon was tested.
The Qur’an says: “And We certainly tried Solomon and placed on his throne a body;
then he returned.”®®® Ibn Kathir tries to give context to the Qur’anic verse, he retells
the story of how King Solomon was tested when the demon stole his ring and took over
his kingdom. Ibn Kathir narrates various stories that explain how the demon was able
to deceive the people around Solomon. Ibn Kathir concluded that the demon was able
to sit between Solomon’s people and rule them, but he was not able to deceive
Solomon’s wives. Yet, according to a narrative that comes via Ibn ‘Abbas, the demon
was able to deceive Solomon’s wives. Ibn Kathir finds this narrative troubling as it
allows the prophet’s wives to sleep with a demon. He points out that there is a
possibility that Ibn ‘Abbas narrates this story from the People of the Book’s sources.
He continues: “there is a group among the People of the Book, who does not believe
that Solomon was a prophet.”®%° Therefore, they allow this type of abominations. One
of these offenses is their claim that the demon impersonated Solomon and had a
sexual relation with his wives. Ibn Kathir stresses the fact that the majority of salaf
agrees that the demon was not able to deceive Solomon’s wives. He continues that
his wives were protected by God for the sake of maintaining Solomon’s morals and

dignity. 56"

559 (Qur.38:34).
560 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, VI1,60.
561 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, VII, 60.
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It is worth noting that despite having a consistent approach in his tafsir and
history, Ibn Kathir became subject to harsh criticism by several western scholars. This
criticism was against his disregard for many of the historical narratives and his
disinterest in the inherited traditions of his ancestors. Yet it was argued that Ibn Kathir
writes his history as a skilful hadith scholar, not as a historian. He also appears less
interested in the literary tradition of tafsir. Calder describes Ibn Kathir's tafsir as “a
significant deviation from the norms of the genre...”®? This means that unlike his
predecessors, Ibn Kathir's main goal of rewriting his history was not to entertain his
reader with a variety of tales and narratives. Nor does he appear to follow the classical
exegetes of writing the Qur'anic commentary. Accordingly, Ibn Kathir gives priority to
the authenticity of his sources. Yet, this does not imply that he shows little respect for
the literary traditions as Calder's assertion suggests. Calder says, “This grim
theologian could hardly have found any pleasure in the exuberant uncertainties of
Qurtubi, or in the visionary intellectualism of Razi.”%63

Ibn Kathir's primary goal was to filter the inherited traditions and accept them
after a critical examination. lbn Kathir's decision to disregard his predecessor’s
narratives was not haphazard; rather he refused traditions that lacked authenticity. One
tends to agree with Calder that Ibn Kathir allows the Qur’anic text to control the quantity
of the narrative. Yet, it is important to highlight that Ibn Kathir follows a hierarchy in his
work that allows him to resort first to the Qur’anic narrative and then to the authentic
traditions if the Qur’anic narrative was insufficient. Calder rushes to conclude that Ibn
Kathir similar to his salafi teacher Ibn Taymiyya allowed the minimum use of the

narratives and dictates what is useful and what is not for his community. Yet, as it was

562 Norman Calder. “Tafsir from Tabari to Ibn Kathir,” 101.
563 Norman Calder. “Tafsir from Tabari to Ibn Kathir,” 121.
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explained earlier that Ibn Kathir's approach allows him to engage with biblical
narratives and quote from them. He chooses to utilise biblical lore after a critical
examination of its sources and content. If they agree with the Qur'an and the sound
tradition, lbn Kathir does not seem hesitant to use them extensively.%64

In the final section of this chapter, | will address Ibn Kathir's position on the
authenticity of the Bible and how this impacts his engagement with biblical lore. While
attempting to explain his position on the Bible, Ibn Kathir encounters contradictory
pieces of evidence: prophetic traditions that allow Muslims to consult biblical lore with
no objection and those that forbid Muslims from engaging with biblical traditions.
Accordingly, Muslim scholars split into two groups; those who view the Bible as an
unauthentic book and therefore forbid engaging with it and those who view the Bible
as an authentic book and permit engagement with the biblical traditions.%% Ibn Kathir
attempts to settle this debate, devoting a full section in his universal history to discuss
pieces of evidence that address Muslim’s engagement with the Bible. As discussed
earlier, Ibn Kathir spells out his approach towards biblical lore in his introduction to
universal history and in his Qur’anic commentaries.

Yet, it appears that despite his frequent warning against those suspicious
narratives and the importance of critically evaluating them, Ibn Kathir, does not find
this sufficient for his reader. Instead, he opts to provide a full section in his universal
history in which he discusses in detail the permission given to Muslims to narrate from
the stories of the children of Israel attempting to balance those pieces of evidence with

his own methodology.%®® What makes this section unique is that lbn Kathir as a hadith

564 Norman Calder, “Tafsir from Tabarft to Ibn Kathir,” 124-129.
565 |bn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa al- Nihaya, |l, 132-134, see also 147-149.
566 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, I, 132.
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scholar is interested in sparing more room to list various hadiths mentioned in this
regard with their full chain of isnad and discuss the status of their transmitters. Ibn
Kathir followed this section with a discussion of his position on tahrif and the

authenticity of the Bible.

Ibn Kathir starts out this section with the most known hadith that permits
Muslims to consult the sources of the Children of Israel. The Prophet says “Narrate
from the Children of Israel with no objection.”®%” The hadith clearly states that Muslims
are not prohibited from retelling the stories of the People of the Book. Following hadith
methodology, Ibn Kathir is interested in listing various versions of the same hadith, and
he lists the transmitters who narrate the prophetic hadith. It is worthwhile to mention
that there are several versions of the hadith with a slight variant in its wordings. lbn
Kathir devotes more room to discuss the status of transmitters. Among the transmitters
who narrate this hadith is Abl-Hurayra who is known as one of the best transmitters
and is famous for his reliability. Ibn Kathir concludes that the isnad of this hadith is
authentic.%8

Ibn Kathir then goes on to discuss a second tradition in which Ibn ‘Umar states
that the Prophet used to spend the whole night telling stories about the Children of
Israel, to the extent that his Companions would not leave him except to pray the
obligatory prayers. The hadith serves as clear evidence that early Muslims were
allowed to hear stories about the Children of Israel. As Kister points out the tradition

stresses the miraculous aspect of the stories coming from the Children of Israel.®®° The

57 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, I, 132.
568 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, I, 133.
569Kister, “Haddithu ‘An Bani Isra’ila,” 217.
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Prophet states clearly that the permission given to Muslims to tell stories from the
Children of Israel is due to the miraculous nature of their tales.®"®

Although the permission in the mentioned hadith is general as it does not specify
any condition for Muslims to narrate from the stories of the People of the Book, Ibn
Kathir makes it particular to a certain category. He argues that the permission applies

merely to those narratives that agree with the Qur’an. He says:

If Muslims are permitted to narrate from the People of the Book’s sources, it goes to those
narratives that appear sound and authentic. Yet if there is a possibility that the narrative carries
any contradiction to the Qur’an, then it is rejected because it contradicts the revelation that we
received from the infallible Prophet.57

Ibn Kathir admits that Muslims should not accept what contradicts the Prophet’s
sayings. He then makes a distinction between the permission given to Muslims to
consult the sources of the People of the Book and the authenticity of those sources.
Ibn Kathir suggests that the Prophet’s permission to narrate stories from the People of
the Book does not necessitate the authenticity of those stories. This indicates that
Muslims despite the permission given to consult those stories, need to check their
authenticity and agreement with the Qur’an before they accept them. Rosshandler
suggests that the absence of a single explicit tradition to prevent Muslims from
narrating from the People of the Book will lead Muslim scholars to argue instead on
the basis of their benefit or harm to understand the Qur’an.%’2 This is certainly true in
the case of Ibn Taymiyya who argues that such narratives bring no benefit to
believers.5’3 However, lbn Kathir prioritizes authenticity over usefulness in assessing
these narratives. To justify his position on the necessity of evaluating those narratives

before consulting them, Ibn Kathir introduces another challenge that results from

570 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, I, 133.

571 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, I, 133.

572 Rosshandler, “A Review of Contemporary Arabic Scholarship,” 5.
573 Ibn Taymiyya, Mugaddima, 100.
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translating the biblical lore into Arabic. He quotes a tradition from Abd Hurayra in which
he says that the People of the Book used to read the Torah in Hebrew and explain its
meanings to Muslims in Arabic.>”* Ibn Kathir suggests that there might be a
misinterpretation of its meaning; mistakes and errors coming with the Arabic
translation.>

Unlike traditions that permit Muslims to consult the sources of People of the
Book, Ibn Kathir cited a hadith that dislikes Muslims’ engagement with biblical lore.
The prophetic tradition says that ‘Umar brought a copy of a book which he obtained
from the People of the Book and read it in the Prophet’s presence. The Prophet advises
him to stop and says, “are you going to follow the Christian and the Jews in their
confusion?” and he continues “I have brought you the religion white and pure.” The
Prophet then recommended Muslims not to ask the People of the Book because if they
do, “they either disbelieve in what is right or believe in what is false.”®’® This hadith
suggests that Muslims do not have sufficient knowledge to pass a judgement on what
they hear from the People of the Book.

Clearly, Ibn Kathir is keen to share with his reader the complexity of the proofs
he has acquired and the difficulty of reaching a decision. This confusion comes from
receiving contradictory traditions that support and prohibit consulting the People of the
Book. This perhaps explains the split among Muslim scholars since each group found

support from the Islamic tradition. Ibn Kathir goes on to provide his own interpretation

574 Camilla Adang points out that the availability of Arabic translation for the Bible during this time
remains questionable. It is true that members of the monothetic groups were eager to share
information from their scripture, yet since the oral tradition was dominant, the biblical accounts
became mixed with other foreign elements and then caused them to be distorted. For more
information see, Camilla Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism and the Hebrew Bible: from Ibn Rabban
to Ibn Hazm (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 2.

575 Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, 11, 133-134.

576 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, I, 133.
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and reconciliation between his sources. He contends that the People of the Book have
changed the revelation they received from their prophets. They also altered and
misinterpreted their books. Ibn Kathir continues that the existing Torah that the People
of the Book hold is not completely manifest to the public. Instead, they intentionally
hide some parts of it. He finally suggests that Muslims should not take everything they
received from the People of the Book for granted. Rather, they need to evaluate those
narratives and check their authenticity.%””

Ibn Kathir then chooses to use the example of Ka'b to highlight the significance
of evaluating biblical narratives before accepting them. Ka'b not only is considered a
trustworthy transmitter, but he also obtained great knowledge from biblical traditions.
After converting to Islam, Ka‘b narrated from the People of the Book’s sources. Ibn
Kathir continues that Ka‘'b used to do this during the era of ‘Umar and that ‘Umar
approved of him narrating what agreed with the Qur’an.5’® Yet, what lbn Kathir found
problematic was the fact that transmitters took whatever comes from Ka'b for granted
without necessarily questioning its authenticity. Ibn Kathir concluded that Ka'b is an
authentic transmitter, yet the stories he transmitted might include several errors and
mistakes. Ibn Kathir stresses that if Ka'b’s narratives include mistakes, he does not
include them intentionally.5”® This means that Ka‘b himself never intended to transmit
inaccurate narratives. Accordingly, this way of reading Ibn Kathir's view on Ka'b
appears to contradict Kister’s claim that Ibn Kathir accuses Ka'b of transmitting false
traditions.58® On the contrary, | argue that Ibn Kathir praises Ka‘b’s character as he

continues to refer to him as one of the trustworthy transmitters to the prophetic

577 Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, 11, 133-134.
578 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, Il, 134.

579 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al- Nihaya, Il, 134.

580 Kister, “Haddithu ‘an Bant Isra’ila,” 237.
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traditions. It appears that Ibn Kathir’s criticism applies to the type of narratives Ka'b
transmits and not to his character as a transmitter.

Ibn Kathir then discusses the concept of tahrif with reference to the previous
scriptures and how Muslims should be cautious while engaging with biblical traditions.
He first admits that the book of Torah is a book of guidance that was revealed to Moses.
Yet, he explains, Moses’ adherents have made changes in their scripture. Ibn Kathir
follows the same pattern he applied in his Qur'anic commentary. He first lists all the
Qur’anic verses that discuss the concept of tahrif and then goes to summarize the
scholars’ view on the meaning of tahrif.5%" For Ibn Kathir the concept of tahrif
mentioned in the Qur’an carries various meanings: altering their scripture, twisting their
tongues, substituting terms with others, and finally misinterpreting God’s words.582

One question that arises from this discussion is what Ibn Kathir’ perception of
tahrif was. Does it mean that the scripture itself is distorted? It should come as no
surprise that Ibn Kathir never argues for textual distortion and instead he attacks the
Torah’s adherents of misusing and misinterpreting their own scripture. In his tafsir while
commenting on (3:78), Ibn Kathir refers to a narrative on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas in
which he says, “no one from God’s creatures can remove a single word from His
books.”8 Instead, Ibn Kathir points out that they misinterpreted their books. Ibn Kathir
quoting another narrative on the authority of Wahb ibn Munabih, he states that the
Torah and the Gospel remain sound in their original condition since they were revealed
by God that no one can change God’s books. Yet their followers corrupted them by

providing a wrong interpretation. They either added fabricated texts or omitted original

581 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, 11,147-148.
582 | have discussed those various meanings of tahrif in chapter (2).
583 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, Il, 56.
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texts to them. Wahb theorised that Muslims only had access to the Arabic translation
and that the Arabic translation has been fabricated. Yet, Wahb also emphasizes the
fact that the book of God is well preserved. Wahb clearly distinguishes between God’s
scriptures and the copies that are held by the People of the Book.%®* Furthermore, he
highlighted the fact that the Arabic translation might appear inaccurate in a way that
the actual meaning might be lost between the two languages. Ibn Kathir drew on these
ideas and concludes that fahrif occurs by custodians of those scripture but not to the
scripture itself.58%

Ibn Kathir points out that Muslim scholars agree on the various acts of tahrif that
are mentioned in the Qur'an; however, they differ among themselves if this distortion
occurs to the entire Torah or if it applies to some parts of the Torah. |Ibn Kathir
continues that there is a split among Muslim scholars in this regard. The first group
argues that the Torah is fully corrupted, yet Ibn Kathir notes that this opinion disagrees
with many of the Qur’anic verses that require the People of the Book to go back to
their scripture to seek a judgement. The Qur’an says “But how is it that they come to
you for judgement while they have the Torah, in which is the judgement of Allah? Then
they turn away, [even] after that; but those are not [in fact] believers.”58 It is implausible
for the Qur’an to ask the Children of Israel to return to their scripture and then claim
that their scripture is distorted.58”

Besides the Qur’anic verses that view the Torah as a book that contains God’s

judgement, Ibn Kathir cites an incident during the Prophet’s time in which the Prophet

584 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, Il, 56.

585 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, I, 148.
586 (Qur. 5:43).

587 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, Il, 148.
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asked the Jews of Madina to bring the Torah and read it to confirm what he says. For
Ibn Kathir the previous proofs are a confirmation of the authenticity of the Torah. He
continues that his claim stands against most of the Muslim theologians who argue that
the isnad of the Torah is broken during the time of the Babylonian king
Nebuchadnezzar. They argue that the Torah was damaged, and Ezra restored it.
According to this view, the Torah that the People of the book possessed was not the
original one. Ibn Kathir however views this opinion as invalid. Ibn Kathir contends that
even if he accepts the claim of the Muslim theologians that the Torah was destroyed
and Ezra was able to restore it, then it suggests that the Torah remains intact and
authentic. Ibn Kathir argues that if Ezra was a prophet, then he must have been
infallible. This means that he was protected from committing sins or errors and
therefore the Torah will remain authentic. Ibn Kathir then continues that even if the
Muslim theologians claim that the original Torah did not reach Ezra, it might be hard to
explain why the prophets who came after Ezra, like John and Jesus were true believers
of the Torah.58 [f the Torah that Ezra restored was not the original one, then the
prophets who came after Ezra would not accept it as a book of revelation. This is not
true since Jesus who came after Ezra accepted the Torah and believed that it was a
revelation from God.%8°

On the contrary, a group of Hanafi scholars view the Torah as an authentic book
of revelation as the Qur’an and then they go to apply the same conditions that are
applicable to the Qur’an. One of the juristic roles is that Muslims cannot touch the
Qur’an without being in a state of purity. Following that, a group of the Hanafi school

argue that it is not permissible for someone to touch the Torah while being (gunub) in

588 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, Il, 148.
589 |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, Il, 148.
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a state of impurity following sexual activity. The same opinion was narrated from a
group of the ShafiTschool. Ibn Kathir views this opinion as odd.5%

For Ibn Kathir there are two extreme views on the authenticity of the Torah;
those who believe that the entire Torah was damaged and destroyed at some point in
history and therefore they believe that the existing Torah has been tampered with
since it does not trace back to the original one that was revealed to Moses and; those
who contend that the Torah is an authentic book and therefore they apply the same
conditions that are applicable to the Qur’an. Ibn Kathir however appears to take a
middle path between those two extremes. He cites the view of his master Ibn Taymiyya

in which he says:

Those who contend that the entire Torah is distorted are far from the truth and the same are
those who claim that the entire book of the Torah is sound and authentic. The truth is that some
parts of the Torah have been distorted and some changes have occurred in its meaning and
misinterpretation of its text. 591

Following his master’s approach, Ibn Kathir appears to disagree with the idea that the
Torah is equivalent to the Qur’an. Nor does he seem confident to claim that the entire
Torah has been tampered. Rather he wants to confirm that there are authentic parts
of the Bible that can be utilised after a critical examination. Ibn Kathir's great interest
in hadith and hadith criticism enables him to apply the same approach to the Bible. He
wants to confirm which parts of the Bible are authentic and which parts are not
authentic. Ibn Kathir was able to develop hadith tools to evaluate the Bible and engage
with it. Unlike modern scholars who tend to compare the Bible to the Qur’an, Ibn Kathir
interestingly compared the Bible to hadith. This comparison enables him to use hadith

methodology to evaluate the Bible.%%2

5% |bn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, Il, 149.
591 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, Il, 149.
592 Mirza“The Disciples as Companions,” 540.
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Concluding remarks

This chapter has sought to demonstrate that despite the evident influence of Ibn
Taymiyya on Ibn Kathir, the latter was able to construct his own hermeneutical
approach. This approach was informed by the Shafi‘T traditionalist intellectual circle to
which Ibn Kathir belonged. Ibn Kathir copied his master’s theoretical frame in his
introduction to tafsir and history, yet his way of implementing this framework took a
distinct path that was impacted by hadith criticism. It is evident that Ibn Taymiyya
advocated for minimal use of biblical lore, considering it only as means to enhance the
narrative rather than as evidence. He rejected the epistemological value of biblical
materials, stating that they have no religious significance. In contrast, Ibn Kathir
demonstrated interest in Ibn Taymiyya's hermeneutical program but took it a step
further by extensively incorporating biblical narratives into his tafsir and history. He
Islamized the isra’lliyyat narratives and, after critical examination, heavily relied on
biblical narratives. Although Ibn Kathir acknowledged that biblical narratives may not
be valid for isn&d criticism due to the differences in canonization and transmission
system between Islamic and non-Islamic traditions, he still accepted them. He further
developed matn criticism, evaluating whether their meanings align with the Islamic
tradition. In previous examples, it was highlighted how this approach enabled Ibn
Kathir to reconcile his sources and include biblical narratives in his tafsir and history.
In the story of Solomon, for instance, when he disagreed with the biblical narrative, he
did not simply reject it. Instead, he engaged with the story, explaining how such a
narrative conveyed certain meanings that were not accepted in terms of the Prophets’

morality in Islam. This indicates that, unlike Ibn Taymiyya, lbn Kathir was not hesitant
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to engage with biblical narratives and utilize them to elucidate aspects that might be
unclear in the Qur’an and provide additional insights on briefly mentioned topics.

It is true that Ibn Kathir's adherence to hadith and its methodology constrained
his haggadic narrative in tafsir and history. |bn Kathir's lack of narratives in both the
Qur’anic commentaries and his universal history confines his account to merely a
reflection of the Qur’anic account and the sound hadith. Unlike the early historians, Ibn
Kathir is not interested in recording his predecessor’s views. His aim accordingly was
not to entertain his audience by providing a range of various material on the tales of
the prophets. Alternatively, Ibn Kathir applies a critical evaluation to the tradition he
received from the early generation. He argues that the Qur'an must be understood in
accordance with authentic traditions. For him, this was not just a valid way of
interpreting the Qur’an, it was the only legitimate way.

Yet, the question remains, as to what extent lbn Kathir was interested in
incorporating biblical legends into his monographs. The several examples discussed
in this chapter proved that although Ibn Kathir as a hadith scholar paid attention to the
veracity of his narratives, he was still interested in circulating many of the stories
coming from biblical tradition. Ibn Kathir accepts several biblical narratives that share
the ethical standard with the Islamic tradition. In this case, Ibn Kathir spares no efforts
to reconcile his sources. Ibn Kathir however seems intolerant of narratives that violate
the moral image of the biblical prophets. In the example of David, Ibn Kathir refrains
from commenting on the verse since the existing narrative by al-TabarT destroys the
prophetic image of David. Ibn Kathir chooses to dismiss the whole story in order to halt

the spread of such unacceptable material. It should not come as a surprise that Ibn
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Kathir was more interested in highlighting the morals and ethics that fit the
traditionalists.

Ibn Kathir’'s doubt of the authenticity of biblical lore, allows him to question their
sources. He states clearly in his universal history and tafsir that the People of the Book’
sources were affected by tahrif. He claims more than once that the previous scriptures
have been tampered. Yet, he provided various interpretations of the term tahrif.
According to him, tahrif does not necessarily mean that the People of the Book have
fully distorted their scripture, but he suggests instead that they misunderstood or
misinterpret the words of God. Interestingly, Ibn Kathir's claim that the People of the
Book have misinterpreted their sources, does not stop him from consulting biblical lore.
He appears interested in circulating many of the stories that come from their sources.
Ibn Kathir attempts to justify his restricted approach while quoting from biblical lore. It
is worth noting that Ibn Kathir's claim of tahrif often appears in a situation when he is
warning his reader not to consult biblical lore without critically evaluating them. This
suggests that Ibn Kathir never intended to stop narrating from the People of the Book
or fully reject their narratives. Rather, he proposed to apply hadith criticism to those
narratives and continue to accept them if they successfully meet the sound hadith
criteria. By Islamizing biblical narratives, Ibn Kathir appears satisfied to integrate those
narratives and rely on them as a substantial part of the authentic traditions received

from the previous generation.
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Chapter 5: A case study

Biblical prophets between the Qur’anic narrative and Islamic
tradition: Adam & Eve, Joseph, Isaac, and Jonah.

From the early centuries of Islam, the heritage of the Hebrew Bible, and to a lesser
extent the New Testament, has been a major ingredient in moulding the genre of the
tales of the prophets (qgisas al-anbiya’).%%® Early Muslims recognized that the biblical
figures in the Qur’an parallel those in the Bible. From this, they expected to interpret
the Qur’anic stories in light of Jewish and Christian sources.%%* Accordingly, Muslim
authors, notably Jewish converts, started to introduce more details of the biblical
figures mentioned briefly in the Qur’an either completing or clarifying obscure
details.%®® As Tottoli points out, “the Muslims who read and studied the Qur’an
immediately felt a growing need to clarify for themselves the obscure parts and to fill
in the missing elements of the sacred text.”*% Similarly, Gottfried Hagen argues the
referential style of the Qur'an “seems to have a referent outside of the text,
presupposing that the audience would be able to supply the necessary background.”%’
From this process emerged a body of literature under the name of the tales of the

prophets.5®® The origin of the genre can be traced back to exegetical literature, hadith

593 See, Lyall R. Armstrong, The Qussas of Early Islam (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2017), 91 in which
Armstrong stresses the connection between gisas and the People of the Book. He also demonstrates
the influence of figures like Ka'b and Wahb on the stories of the prophets.

594 Brannon M. Wheeler, Prophets in the Quran: An Introduction to the Quran and Muslim Exegesis
(London: Continuum, 2002) 10.

595 Pregill, “Isra’iliyyat, Myth, and Pseudepigraphy,” 237. Pregill argues that Jewish and Christian lore
came to Islam in various ways. One of them is the role the Jewish and Christian converts played in
bringing the knowledge of their indigenous scripture.

5% Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an, 97.

597 Gottfried Hagen, "From Haggadic Exegesis to Myth: Popular Stories of The Prophets in Islam" in
Sacred Tropes: Tanakh, New Testament, and Qur'an as Literature and Culture, ed. Roberta Sterman
Sabbath (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2009), 302.

598 The tales of the prophets’ literature aims to fill in narrative gaps or enhance parts of the Qur’anic
narratives to entertain their readers. See John Kaltner and Younus Y. Mirza, The Bible and The
Qur’an: Biblical Figures in the Islamic Tradition (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 5.
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collections, Islamic historiography and the oral stories delivered and distributed by
storytellers aimed to entertain people in the mosques.®® The authors of the tales of
the prophets seem to have produced various versions of these stories, written over the
medieval and modern periods.?% Several studies were devoted to examining how
Muslim authors depicted biblical prophets over various periods and how those stories
constituted substantial parts in various genres. Yet, current scholarship says little about
the elements that shaped and influenced each version.®°’

Although the existence of the biblical elements continues in the early versions
of the tales of the prophets, they were later subject to theological criticism. Many of
these biblical-inspired stories were passed down from one generation to another and
it was not until Ibn Kathir's time that they were regarded as having no value to the
religion.®%2 In his work al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, |bn Kathir criticized the early authors
for relying heavily on biblical traditions.f%® According to him, those legends of the
prophets should be subject to a critical evaluation, and they can only be accepted if
they agree with the Qur’an.8%4 As Calder points out Ibn Kathir denies the value of the
story and claims that “whatever is of no use or value in practical religion should be

abandoned.”®% Consequently, Ibn Kathir excluded many of the materials recorded by

599 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur'an, 83-84.

600 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur’an, 165- 197.

601 For instance, Tilman Nagel examines the ancient origins of gisas al-anbiya’ and what kind of
literary material it includes. He also discusses early works that carry the same name such as the one
attributed to Wahb. See Michael Pregill, Marianna Klar, and Roberto Tottoli, "Qisas al-Anbiya’ as
Genre and Discourse: From the Qur’an to Elijah Muhammad," Mizan: Journal for the Study of Muslim
Societies and Civilizations, volume 2, Issue 1 (2017). Klar on the other hand focuses more on authors
whose names are associated with this genre. She discusses the version of al-Tha‘labt. See M.O.Klar,
Interpreting al-Tha ‘labr’s Tales of the Prophets: Temptation, Responsibility and Loss (Oxon:
Routledge, 2009). None of the above mentioned scholars pay attention to the ideological thread of
each author and how this affects the way they depict each version.

602 Calder, “Tafsir from Tabarf to |Ibn Kathir," 121.

603 For Ibn Kathir biblical material carries no epistemological values and it is difficult to trace their
authenticity. See Tafsir Ibn Kathir, 1, 10-11.
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his ancestors and produced an abridged version of the tales of the prophets in which
the Qur anic narrative constitutes the ideological thread.

In the earlier chapters, the term isra iliyyat was critically examined. This chapter
however aims to trace the influence of the theorisation of isra lliyyat category on the
depiction of biblical figures. While it was suggested that the theorisation of the term is
considered a theological opposition to the biblical material absorbed in the Islamic
literature, this chapter is a case study in which various versions of tales of the prophets
are examined.®%® Comparing the depictions of the biblical prophets before and after
the theorisation of isra liyyat will allow one to examine the methodology subsequent
scholars, notably Ibn Kathir, employed to exclude the biblical narratives. According to
Ibn Kathir, those foreign elements stand outside the boundaries of the Islamic
knowledge that is framed by the Qur’an and the authentic tradition.®%” As Totttoli points
out, “Ibn Kathir was the first to reject stories and the legends of the prophets in a
systematic way.”®® |bn Kathir suggested that those stories coming from Jewish
tradition can merely be utilised as a confirmation and not as evidence for Qur’anic
exegesis. |bn Kahtir argued that the majority of those materials carry no
epistemological weight to religion.®%° In this chapter | will demonstrate how lbn Kathir's
version of the tales of the prophets is distinct from early authors such as al-Tha'labt
and al-Kisa'1. This will allow tracing the development of this genre through the early

and medieval periods. While it was argued that the tales of the prophets’ literature

606 |n chapters three and four it was argued that Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir used the term israfliyyat
to refer to biblical narratives embodied in the Islamic literature.

607 |bn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa al-Nihaya, |, 6.

608 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 172.

609 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 173.
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originated to entertain the public®'?, | contend that this genre does not exist in a
vacuum; many of these versions include theological questions and ideological
concerns that mirrored the theological debates of their time. The genre of the tales of
the prophet is “better approached as a form of discourse reflecting specific ideological
purposes.”6!

This chapter does not aim primarily to prove that Muslims quote from biblical
materials as this has been discussed elsewhere.?'2 Rather, it raises the question of
how Muslims utilized biblical references in their interpretations of the Qur’anic narrative
and what the function of those quotations was; how Muslims integrated and filtered
those interpretations. One approach to explain the parallels between the Qur’an and
the Bible is to dismiss the question of originality and influence and consider all various
versions of a particular narrative, a part of what Wheeler called a “myth”. This approach
would allow one to see how the differences reflect the ideological concerns of those

accounts.813

Sources and Figures

In earlier chapters, | have surveyed several examples of the biblical prophets
recorded in the Islamic exegesis, and world history. This chapter however will be
dedicated to the genre of the tales of the prophets. It is worth mentioning that history
collections and the tales of the prophets’ genre share the same materials with regard

to the pre-Islamic prophets, “but one presents its stories in the context of world history,

610 Gottfried Hagen argues that although modern scholars restricted the function of the Stories of the
Prophets to public preaching, there is no reason to keep its function limited to this model. See Hagen,
"From Haggadic Exegesis to Myth,” 305.

611 Pregill, Klar, and Tottoli, “Qisas al-Anbiya’,” 1.

612 | have discussed this in chapter one.

613 Brannon M. Wheeler, Prophets in the Quran, 9
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while the other presents its tales in the context of religious or prophetic history.”6'* For
the early period of Islam, | will limit my research to two authors who contribute to this
genre. | will analyse closely four biblical figures from al-Tha‘labt’s (d.1036) ‘Ara’is al-
Majalis and al-Kisa'T's (d. 805) Qisas al-’Anbiya’. Al-Tha‘labr’s book is considered the
most representative work of the genre of the tales of the prophets.®'® In addition to the
early period, | will examine |Ibn Kathir's tales of the prophets which occupy a large
section of his al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya. Although Ibn Kathir quotes extensively from the
early sources, he filters many of those quotations to fit his methodology.®'® There is a
vast literature on biblical prophets that covers all the shared prophets in the Qur’an
and post-Qur’anic literature, this study however does not aim primarily to offer an
exhaustive study on the biblical prophets mentioned in the Qur’an.®'” Rather, | will limit
my selection to four figures who are significant to this study. It is worth noting that this
will cover two different categories; the first category is the narrative stories; major
figures who are mentioned widely in the Qur’an in various contexts. In this section, |
will examine both the story of Adam and Eve and the story of Joseph. The second
category, however, is the non-narrative stories; minor figures in terms of their story-
telling status who appear less prominently and have fewer details in the Qur’anic
narrative. Examples of the second category are the stories of Isaac and Jonah.

The selection of biblical personages serves many goals. The story of Adam and

Eve is significant for this chapter. Its importance stems from the fact that Muslim

614 M.O. Klar, Interpreting al- Tha‘labr’s Tales of the Prophets (Oxen: Routledge, 2009), 9.

615 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 146.

616 |In chapter four while discussing Ibn Kathir, | demonstrate how he filters al-TabarT’s quotations and
disregarded narratives that contradict the prophet’s infallibility.

617 Both Roberto Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran and Muslim Literature (Oxon: Routldge,2002)
and John Kaltner and Younus Y. Mirza, The Bible and The Qur’an: Biblical Figures in the Islamic
Tradition (London: Bloomsbury, 2018) wrote extensively on the genre of the tales of the prophets and
provide an exhaustive study on the biblical prophets in the Quran and Islamic literature.
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exegetes appear to depart from the Qur’'anic notion that both Adam and Eve are
responsible for the fall. Instead, they suggested that it was Eve's transgression that
sparked humanity's conflict with God.¢'® The prominence of the non- Qur’anic motif in
the Islamic literature suggests cultural and religious communication between Muslim
communities and other religious communities. My goal is to inquire about the
motivation of early Muslims to include foreign elements while re-writing the story of
Eve, and second, | will discuss how the final depiction of Eve, while established outside
the Qur’ainc boundaries, appeared to resolve the tension that existed between the
Qur’anic narrative and prophetic traditions on women in general. Lastly, | will
investigate how later Muslims attempted to Islamicize the early sources to fit their own
theory while rewriting Eve’s story in the medieval period. In short, it is more of
questioning how Ibn Kathir's background as a hadith scholar impacted his way of
quoting earlier versions of the tales of prophets, what details interested him and what
details he excluded to shape his own version.

The story of Joseph on the other hand appears unique among the rest of the
biblical figures in the Qur’an. Unlike the majority of the Qur’anic narratives where
fragments of each story are mentioned all over the Qur’anic chapters, the story of
Joseph is the only exception in that the entire story is depicted in length in the one
chapter named Joseph. At the beginning of Joseph's chapter, God informs the Prophet
and the believers that the story of Joseph is the best narrative.®'® The story of Joseph
helps to establish a counterargument against the dominant claim that early Muslims

consulted biblical sources because of their thirst to fill the gap in the Qur’anic narrative.

618 This will manifest clearly with the early authors such as al-Kisa'T and al-Tha‘labt who place a
greater responsibility on Eve in the fall account.
619 Reference to (Qur.12:3).
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In other words, if Joseph’s depiction in the Qur’anic narrative is comprehensive what
was then the motivation for Muslims to quote from the biblical materials? | also aim to
ask questions about Joseph'’s infallibility. A Jewish-inspired tradition claims that Joseph
loosened his belt during his encounter with Potiphar’s wife.62° This depiction of Joseph
challenged Muslim authors who in turn started to question whether this image of a
sinful prophet is acceptable in Islam. | will examine Joseph's tendency to slip into sin
and how early and late Muslims tolerate this depiction that destroys the doctrine of the
infallibility of the prophets.

The second section of this chapter is devoted to the non-narrative stories; the
stories of Isaac and Jonah. In contrast to Eve and Joseph, the story of Isaac and Jonah
are less articulated, and they are mentioned in brief in the Qur'an. The story of Isaac,
in particular challenges Muslims; while the Qur’an was silent on the intended sacrifice,
early Islamic sources argue that Isaac is the intended victim. Al-TabarT and Ibn
Qutayba for example argue that Isaac is the intended victim.52" Yet later sources such
as Ibn Kathir consider Ishmael as Abraham’s intended sacrifice. Mirza points out that
this was not the case before Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir who shifted exegetical
tradition towards accepting Ishmael as the intended sacrifice 22 Jonah on the other
hand is mentioned a few times in the Qur’an. He is one of the few prophets who was
punished by God and his example was brought in the Qur’an for the Prophet not to

follow. There is a dispute among scholars over whether Jonah was angry with God or

620 M. S. Stern, “Muhammad and Joseph: A Study of Koranic Narrative,” Journal of Near Eastern
Studies 44, no. 3 (1985): 193—-204 at 194. Stern argues that this notion appears in an early Midrash.
621 |bn Qutayba, Al-Ma ‘arif, 21. See also al-TabarT position on the intended victim in Younus Y. Mirza
“Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice: Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir on the Intended Victim,” Islam and
Christian Muslim -Relations 24, no. 3 (2013): 277-98 at 283.

622 Mirza “Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice,” 277.
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with his own people. | will examine Muslims’ reluctance to depict Jonah with reference
to his sin.

Finally, this chapter aims to examine the methodology authors employed while
depicting biblical figures. Although many of the Muslim authors engaged with biblical
lore, they appear to maintain certain criteria that meet Islamic morals in general. In
particular, | aim to discuss prophets’ infallibility (‘isma) and how it was maintained in
the tales of the prophets. Clearly, Adam, Isaac, Jonah and Joseph's accounts
demonstrate the very nature of the human element, which is the ability to be tempted
and deceived. This deception however appears challenging since prophets in Islam
are introduced as “role models”. The question that might arise here is how Muslim
authors depicted those episodes and filtered details which might challenge prophecy
in Islam. In short, | aim to ask when the theological question about the prophets’
infallibility started to appear in the tales of the prophets.

Since the aim of this study is to show how the Qur’anic narrative was modified
through the various versions of the tales of the prophets, the pattern of this chapter is
structured to expedite this process. Each story will start with an overview of the
Qur’anic narrative and then | will move to the tales of the prophets. In the story of Adam
and Eve, however, | will include an overview of the depiction of the tale in Genesis to
emphasize the overlap between the tales of the prophets and Genesis. Then | will
move on to view al-Kisa'T and al-Tha'labr’s depictions and finally Ibn Kathir's depiction.
This structure will allow one to examine; how early and late authors are loyal to the
Qur’anic text; what form the tales of the prophets take before Ibn Kathir. It will also
help investigate what changes we see in the tales of prophets’ literature concerning

content, tone and significance. And finally, | will conclude with the relationship between

197



the reception of isra’liyyat, and the establishment of certain theological terminologies

such as “‘ismat al-' Anbya’” (the infallibility of the prophets).

The Literary Genre of the Tales of the Prophets
| have noted earlier that the tales of the prophets started as an oral tradition with the
storytellers who aimed at first to entertain the public. The origin of storytelling as a
phenomenon trace back to the pre-Islamic period when storytellers were supposedly
preaching stories on various topics. With the arrival of Islam, the same pattern
persisted, but religious themes took precedence.®?3 The first Muslim storyteller Tamim
al- Dar1 (d.660) used to sit in the mosque and preach during the reign of the Caliph
‘Umar.%%* The role of early storytellers was not only to tell the stories of biblical
prophets but also to preach and warn against the day of judgement, evil conducts, and
transgression. Some of them were Qur’anic reciters; they taught the Qur’an and
delivered Friday sermons.%?®> Armstrong demonstrates how the art of storytelling was
prominent during the time of the Prophet. He even argues that the Prophet himself
gave gisas while interpreting the Qur’an.6%6

It is worth noting that although the storytellers in the first Muslim generation
enjoyed a good reputation, they were later accused of spreading false news that
mislead people. Ibn al-Jawzi (d.1200) wrote an entire treatise on the art of storytelling.

In his book Ibn al-Jawz1 appears to eulogize the craft of storytelling itself, he even cited

623 For more information see Tilman Nagel, “Die Qisas Al-Anbiya’: Ein Beitrag zur Arabischen
Literaturgeschichte” (Ph.D. diss., Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universitat, 1967). Also See Tottoli,
Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 86.

624 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran and Muslim Literature, 87. See also, Ibn al-Jawzl, Kitab al-
qussas Wa al-mudhakkirin, ed. Muhammad lbn LutfT al- Sabbagh (Beirut: al-Makitab al-islam1,1988),
177.

625 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran and Muslim Literature, 86.

626 Armstrong, The Qussas of Early Islam, 191-192.
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Qur’anic support for the function of (qussas) storytellers. In Joseph's chapter, God
informs His Prophet that He narrates to him the best of the stories.??” lbn al-Jawzi
appears not to condemn storytelling (qissas), rather he goes to criticise those
associated with it.6%8 |bn al-JawzT lists various reasons for condemning the role of the
storytellers from his ancestors (salaf). One important reason is that storytellers narrate
inauthentic reports. He says, “the majority of storytellers are not able to differentiate
between sound and fabricated traditions because they do not obtain the knowledge
required for this.”®2° In addition to the inaccuracy of those narratives, they are full of
exotic and contradictory information. Ibn al-dJawzi concludes that he sees no objection
in narrating stories by those who have sufficient knowledge if they are able to
distinguish between the sound and the unsound of the traditions.®3° Armstrong argues
in his book the Qussas of Early Islam that in contrast to the modern scholarship
portrayed by Goldziher et al., the qussas of early Islam were reliable religious scholars.
Armstrong notes that the role of qussas is broad—they were a heterogeneous group
with varied interests that is difficult to confine it to one discipline. Armstrong
interestingly argues that about one-third of the qussas were known also as Qur’an
reciters and one quarter as Qur'an commentators. Accordingly, he decided to leave
the Arabic term gassas untranslated throughout his book.53

One of the most attached names to the tales of the prophets is Wahb Ibn
Munabbih (d.730) who is the first author of a book dedicated exclusively to the stories

of prophets.®32 Wahb was a Yemini narrator of Persian origin who came from a Jewish

627 This is reference to (Qur.12:3).

628 |bn al-Jawzl, Kitab al-qussas wa al-mudhakkirin,160

629 |bn al-Jawzi, Kitab al-qussas wa al-mudhakkirin, 160-161.

630 |bn al-Jawzi, Kitab al-qussas ,160 -161.

631 Armstrong, The Qussas of Early Islam, 6-9.

632 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran and Muslim Literature, 138
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family. Sources suggest that his father converted to Islam during the time of Prophet
Muhammed and became a devout Muslim. This indicates that Wahb was born as a
Muslim. Wahb is regarded as a great authority on biblical traditions. He inherited the
knowledge of two prominent converts, Ka'b al-Ahbar and ‘Abdullah b. Salam whose
names appear in Ka'b’s quotations.®3 Many of Wahb’s quotations on the biblical
tradition can be found in his successors’ books, such as al-TabarT’s history and tafsir,
al-Tha‘labt and Ibn Qutayba. The latter even quoted extensively from Wahb, and he
presumably considers Wahb as authentic as the Torah, given his great knowledge of
the biblical tradition.83* Adang contends that Wahb's narratives may represent the
Islamic interpretation of biblical narratives; Wahb may embrace what appeals to
Muslims, and most of his accounts are free of content that opposes Islam.®3% On the
other hand, Tottoli suggests that Wahb’s fame is “direct evidence that during the first
century of Islam there was nothing particularly controversial associated with people
consulting Jewish and Christian texts”. Tottoli suggests that reading “these texts was
regarded favourably and helped to boost the reputation of the student of the lives of
the prophets.”636

There are several books attributed to Wahb ; however, many of his works were
passed down orally during his lifetime and later by members of his family.53” His
famous work Kitab al- Mubtada 'wa- Qisas al-Anbiya’ (the book of beginning and the
stories of the prophets) on the genre of qgisas is considered the earliest and leaves no

doubt that he is the founder of this genre. Another title is kitab al-isra’iliyyat which

633 Khoury, R.G., “Wahb b. Munabbih”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman,
Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 21 September 2018.
634 | have discussed this comprehensively in chapter two.

635 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism, 113.

636 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran and Muslim Literature, 140-141.

637 Khoury, R.G., “Wahb b. Munabbih.
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contains stories of the prophets and was documented in later works.638 In addition to
the biblical prophets, Wahb has other work that relates to the history of pre-Islamic
Arabs. The same material was attested in the book of Tigan by Ibn Hisham. The latter
has a direct relation to Wahb through his grandson who transferred Wahb’s narratives.
Ibn Khallikan in his book Wafayat states that Wahb was well-versed with the ancient
prophets and their news. He also possesses knowledge of the history of ancient kings
in Himyarite.®3® Pregill argues that Ibn Khallikan’s notice on Wahb is noteworthy
because it highlights the best-known work of Wahb that includes his knowledge of pre-
Islamic communities and the history of ancient Arabia.?4® Among the names associated
with the tales of the prophets is Ishaq Ibn Bishr (d. 821) whose collection of the tales
of the prophets gained an enormous diffusion and become one of the important
sources. It has impacted medieval authors like the Qur’anic commentary of al-Suyatr
(d.1505) and the universal history of Ibn Kathir.641

Another prominent work that deals with the tales of prophets is the one
attributed to al- Kisa'1. Despite the popularity of the tales of the prophets attributed to
him, the identity of the author remains an enigma and it remains difficult to resolve.
The problem with his identity stems from the fact that none of the Islamic biographical
sources provides any information about the stories of the prophets under this name.%42
Eisenberg suggests that the author of Qisas al-anbiya’ was “the well-known philologist

al-Kisa’1 to whom Harin al-Rashid had entrusted the education of his sons...”643

638 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran and Muslim Literature, 139.

639 |bn Khallikan, Wafiyat al- A ‘yan, ed. lhsan ‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1972), VI, 35-36.

640 Pregill, “Isra’iliyyat, Myth, and Pseudepigraphy,” 217.

641 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 144

642 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 152

643 Nagel, T., “al-Kisa'1", in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs, P.J. Bearman (Volumes X, XI, XIl), Th. Bianquis
(Volumes X, Xl, Xll), et al. Consulted online on 26 June 2019.
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According to this hypothesis, his tale is considered among the earliest collection of the
tales of the prophets. Tottoli rejects Eisenberg’s assumption which according to Tottoli
confused the author of the tales of the prophets with the famous well-known
grammarian of the 8"century al- Kisa'1.%4 Tottoli suggests that the text might be written
during the 9™ century, yet it requires further investigation.®*> Klar suggests that this
work was written by Muhammad al-Kisa'1, the author of a work on cosmology named
‘Aja’ib al-makhluaqgat. She claims further that the author of ‘Aja’ib might live during the
sixth century.846 The difficulty in identifying the author is not the only problem here; the
text is also still problematic. There are various manuscripts that represent the tales of
the prophets with some variation in length and content.%4’

The tales of the prophets attributed to al-Tha'labt (d.1035) is considered the
most representative book on the genre. Al-Tha'labT was a polymath figure, he wrote
an extensive commentary on the Qur’an called Kashf al-bayan ‘an tafsir al-Quran. He
also is known as a hadith transmitter and a scholar of ancient Arabic. His student al-
WahidT (d.1076) praised him as the best of scholars.®4® Klar views his work as “a logic
development of his activities as a Qur'an-commentator and respected muhaddith.”64°
Al-Tha‘labt highlights in his introduction the importance and the validity of the story of
the prophets for education. In his book he dealt with both the pre-Islamic and Islamic
history as well. He starts his book with the time of the creation of the world until

Muhammed’s birth. According to al-Tha'labt, the Qur’an provides the framework for

644Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 152.

645 Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 152.

646 Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales, 11.

647See Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Quran, 152. Also, for this chapter | will use al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-
Anbiya’ edited by Eisenberg.

648 Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales, 1-2.

649 Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales, 2.
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many of the stories, but he also quoted many other authorities by name with the text.
Klar suggests that al-Tha‘lab1 while citing the material from Jewish and Christian origin,
never referred to any sources by name. Rather, he refers to the People of the Book by
name. Among his transmitters, al-Tha‘labT appears to rely on Ibn Abbas, Ka‘b and al-
Tabari.%0

In his introduction to the tales of the prophets, al-Tha'labt states clearly the
divine wisdom of retelling the stories of ancient prophets to the Prophet in the Qur’an.
| shall refer to them here in brief. He listed five reasons; first, to prove the prophecy of
Muhammad who was illiterate and could not learn about those stories without a
revelation; second, that those ancient prophets and messengers would serve as a “role
model” for Muhammad and his nation; third is that God narrates those stories to the
Prophet to confirm his nobility and to honour his nation; the fourth is that those stories
serve as a guide to his people; the fifth is that God wanted to keep the memory and
the legacy of the preceded prophets forever so people can learn from it.55" In addition,
al-Tha’labt quoted a verse from the Qur’an that states the significance of God telling
the stories of the ancient prophets. “And each [story] We relate to you from the news
of the messengers is that by which We make firm your heart. And there has come to
you, in this, the truth and an instruction and a reminder for the believers.”6%2

Unlike the early authors, Ibn Kathir was a hadith scholar, and he wrote his
version to an audience who was aware of hadith science and its methodology. This
appears clearly in the way he depicted his stories as it is centred around hadith

criticism. Most of the biblical stories in his account are a reflection of the Qur’'anic

6% Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales, 2.
651 Al- Tha'labrt, Qisas al-Anbiya’: al-'Ara’is (Cairo: Maktabat al-Jumhdriya al-‘Arabya, n.d.) 2.
652 Al- Tha‘labt, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 2. In which he refers to (Qur.11:120).
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narrative and sound hadith.%%? This means that his version is an abridged one where it
is hard to find a haggadic narrative. | have explained this comprehensively in chapter
four when | discussed Ibn Kathir's treatment of isra’iliyyat and how he adopted his

mentor’s hermeneutical program.

Narrative One: The Story of Adam and Eve in the Qur’an

Similar to the Bible, the Qur’an depicts Adam and Eve as the first humans and shares
accounts of their life. Yet, unlike the Bible where a historical account of their lives is
shared, the Qur’anic narrative is rather instructive. The depiction of Adam and Eve in
the Qur'an does not follow a chronological order; various scenes are stressed to
emphasize moral lessons in certain contexts. Furthermore, as Afsar highlights “the
Qur’anic narrative is not a part of cosmic creation narrative but a separate and
independent story...”%%* The story of Adam and Eve is of great significance. In various
chapters God recalls the story to remind believers of their father Adam who dwelled in
Paradise and was exiled later on because of his enmity with Satan (ib/is)®%> Adam is
directly referenced in the Qur’an twenty-five times and indirectly referred to in two other
chapters.®%¢ The name Eve (Hawwa’) does not appear in the Qur’an. Instead, the first
woman was described as Adam’s mate or spouse. Furthermore, there is no reference
to the creation of Adam’s female partner, yet she appears on the scene as participant

in the invitation to dwell in the Garden.8%”

653 Mirza highlights how Ibn Kathir’s tafsir is a takhrij and hadith evaluation. See further, Younus Y.
Mirza, “Was Ibn Kathir the ‘Spokesperson’ for Ibn Taymiyya? Jonah as a Prophet of Obedience”
Journal of Qur’anic Studies 16.1 (2014): 1-19.

654 Ayaz Afsar, “Speech Acts in the Story of Adam and Eve in the Bible and the Qur'an,” Islamic Studies 54,
no. 3/4 (2015): 185-202 at 187

655 The story of Adam is mentioned at least 7 times in chapter (2), (7), (17), (20), (38), (18), (15).

656 Afsar, “Speech Acts in the Story of Adam and Eve,”187.

657 As Bronson highlights there is a Qur’anic reference to the creation of mankind which possibility can
allude to Adam’s mate. The Qur’an says “O mankind, fear your Lord, who created you from one soul
and created from it its mate and dispersed from both of them many men and women...” (Qur. 4:1).
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In the second Surah God speaks to both Adam and Eve to dwell in Paradise
and not to eat from the forbidden tree. God says: “And We said, “O Adam, dwell, you
and your wife, in Paradise and eat therefrom in [ease and] abundance from wherever
you will. But do not approach this tree, lest you be among the wrongdoers.”®%® The
Qur’an, then continues that it was Satan who caused them to slip out of Paradise. God
says, “But Satan caused them to slip out of it and removed them from that [ condition]
in which they had been...”%%°® God then commanded both of them to go down and dwell
on the earth. “And We said, “Go down, [ all of you], as enemies to one another, and
you will have upon the earth a place of settlement and provision for a time.”%0 |t is
obvious that God approaches both Adam and Eve with the dual pronoun which
highlights the importance of Eve’s presence as an equal mate.

Another episode of the story is mentioned in the seventh Surah, yet the Qur’an
stresses the conversation that occurred between both Adam and Eve on one side and
Satan on the other side. God says: “But Satan whispered to them to make apparent to
them that which was concealed from them of their private parts. He said, "Your Lord
did not forbid you this tree except that you become angels or become of the immortal.
And he swore [by Allah] to them, "Indeed, | am to you from among the sincere
advisors.”" Satan was able to trick Adam and his mate and once they ate from the
forbidden tree, their private parts became apparent to them. “So he made them fall,

through deception. And when they tasted of the tree, their private parts became

See, Catherine Bronson “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis: Intertextual Boundaries and
Hermeneutic Demarcations.” In Tafsir and Islamic Intellectual History: Exploring the Boundaries of a
Genre, ed. Andreas Gorke and Johanna Pink (OUP/ Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2014), 27-61 at 29.
658(Qur. 2:35).

659(Quir. 2: 36).

660(Qur. 2: 36).

661(Qur. 7:20-21).
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apparent to them, and they began to fasten together over themselves from the leaves
of Paradise...”®%2 They admitted that they were sinners and asked for forgiveness.
“They said, "Our Lord, we have wronged ourselves, and if You do not forgive us and
have mercy upon us, we will surely be among the losers."%63

A third scenario of the story is mentioned in the twentieth Surah, however,
Adam’s spouse did not appear until near the end of the story. In the beginning, God
approaches Adam by a singular pronoun. “And [mention] when We said to the angels,
"Prostrate to Adam," and they prostrated, except Iblees; he refused. So We said, "O
Adam, indeed this is an enemy to you and to your wife. Then let him not remove you
from Paradise so you would suffer.”®%* “Then Satan whispered to him; he said, "O
Adam, shall | direct you to the tree of eternity and possession that will not
deteriorate?"%6° Interestingly, this is the only verse in which Satan approached Adam
with the singular pronoun. The verse continues that both Adam and his wife ate from
the tree and their private parts became apparent to them. Again, the verse surprisingly
concludes that it was “Adam who disobeyed his Lord and erred.”66®

From the Qur’anic narrative, it is noticeable that both Adam and Eve were
equally addressed by God to dwell in Paradise, they both were required not to eat from
the forbidden tree. Satan was able to trick both of them and they manifested their
nudity. The pair were equally chastised, and they were banished from Paradise. There
is no single verse in the Qur’an that addresses Eve with a singular pronoun, nor was

she responsible for seducing Adam to eat from the forbidden tree. On the contrary, it

662 (Qur. 7 :22).
663 (Qur. 7 :23).
664(Qur 20: 117)
665(Qur 20: 120)
666 (Qur 20: 121)

206



was Adam in the twentieth Surah who has been accused of eating from the tree and
God addresses him in a singular pronoun. Interestingly this is the only incident when
the Qur’an uses the singular pronoun to refer to Adam as being tricked by Satan,
disobeying his Lord and having erring. In this incident, Adam’s mate appears at the
end. As Stowasser points out, Eve progressively emerged as a participant in the events
of rebellion, remorse, and exile.?6” Clearly, the Qur’anic narrative shifts from

approaching Adam as the sole participant to recognising Eve as an equal mate.

Adam and Eve in Genesis

The story of Adam and Eve in Genesis came as a part of the creation story
when God planted a garden in Eden, and then he put in it the man he had formed. God
then informed the man to eat from all the trees except for the tree of knowledge. Unlike
the Qur’an there is no reference to Satan, nor is he an active participant in this event.
Rather, it was the serpent which spoke to the woman and convinced her to eat from
the forbidden tree. The woman was the one who initially started eating from the
forbidden tree. She also gave some to her husband and he ate from it. Then their eyes
were opened, and they realized their nudity. Interestingly, Adam confesses that it was
the woman'’s fault, he says: “The woman whom you give to be with me, she gave me
fruit from the tree, and | ate.”®®® When God confronted the woman with what she had
done, she confessed that it was the serpent which deceived her. God says to the
woman: “To the woman he said, “I will make your pangs in childbirth exceedingly great;
in pain you shall bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for your husband, and he

shall rule over you.”6%°

667 Barbara F. Stowasser, Women in the Qur'an, Traditions, and Interpretation (NY: OYP, 1994), 27.
668 (Genesis 3:12).
669 (Genesis 3:16)
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The Depiction of Eve in the Early Islamic Literature

It has become evident there is great disparity between the Qur’anic narrative and post-
Qur’anic literature. The depiction of Eve in the post- Qur’anic literature has been
altered and changed; while in the Qur'an both Adam and Eve are responsible for the
temptation, the early authors of the tales of the prophets depict Eve as the main reason
for the fall and the only accomplice with Satan. This new Eve established outside the
Qur’anic boundaries reflects the influence coming from the biblical sources circulated
widely among converts from Christianity and Judaism. As Bronson states clearly that
many of Eve’s narratives are associated with isnads that come from people such as
Wahb and others who show familiarity with biblical literary tradition.6’° However, those
“Bible and Bible-related sources not only fleshes out the story but drastically changes
it, especially with regard to the woman’s role.”®” In the coming lines | will discuss how
both al-Kisa’l, and al-Tha‘labt reimagined the story of Adam and Eve particularly the
episode of temptation and banishment. In the second part of this section, | will examine
Ibn Kathir's depiction of Adam and Eve and how his version is different from the earlier
sources. The fact that Ibn Kathir refused to consider many of the biblical material as
reliable sources, would lead one to question to what extent the image of Eve developed
through Ibn Kathir's version. It is worth asking if Ibn Kathir still holds the notion of the

primitive female as the principal tempter that causes humanity’s separation from God.

670 Bronson, “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis,” 34.
671 Stowasser, Women in the Qur'an, Traditions, and Interpretation, 28.
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Al-Kisa'T telling of the story of Adam and Eve occupies a large section of his
book.572 He divided the tale into several sections and provided subtitles for each
episode. Al-Kisa'l begins his account by discussing the creation of Adam, how his soul
enters his body and then moves to the prostration of the Angels before Adam. He
continues to elucidate how God taught Adam the names of everything and asked him
to preach in front of the Angels. Adam was successfully able to impress the Angels,
and this was the main cause of Satan’s enmity with Adam. Al-Kisa’t then moves to
introduce Eve and discuss Eve’s creation in length. Finally, the author discusses the
temptation and introduces the characters involved in the incident: Iblis, the Serpent,
and the peacock. Al-Kisa’l concludes this section by depicting Adam, Eve, and the
serpent being expelled from Paradise.%"3

A quick look at Adam’s account, it appears that the narratives of the People of
the Book (Ka'b and Wahb) constitute a substantial part of the tale. Al-Kisa’'m seems
uninterested in quoting the Qur’anic narrative, rather the appearance of the Qur’anic
verses came naturally among Wahb'’s quotations. The latter seems to adduce his
opinion with the Qur’anic verses that echo the knowledge he obtained from the People
of the Book. In addition to Ka‘'b and Wahb, Ibn ‘Abbas is the second source for al-
Kisa'l. Ibn ‘Abbas's quotations appear to emphasize aspects that are significant to the
Muslim reader. For instance, when al-Kisa'T comes to discuss the angels’ prostration
before Adam, he quotes Ibn ‘Abbas in which he provides the significance of certain
days such as Friday to Adam and to Muslims after him. Ibn ‘Abbas says: “Angels were

commanded to prostrate before Adam on Friday, and they remained prostrated until

672 Al-Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’ ed. Ishaq Eisenberg (Liden: Brill, 1933).
673 Al-Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 23-70
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the sunset.”®’4 Ibn ‘Abbas concludes, “Allah has honoured this moment and made
such a day a celebration to Adam and to his progeny after him.”67® Yet, it is worth
highlighting that the nature of Ibn ‘Abbas’ quotations is of two categories; the first is
reports that go back to the Prophet and the second is the narratives attributed to the
People of the Book. Yet, in all cases, al-Kisa'T seems uninterested in revealing his
preference. Neither does he attempt to solve any contradiction that appears among his
quotations. It should come as no surprise that the story of Adam appears less
challenging for al-Kisa’l. Although he quotes extensively from Wahb and Ka'b, the
depiction of Adam in his tale resembles the Qur’anic narrative, and it follows the same
order as the Qur’anic verses. This is not to deny that al-Kisa'r’s curiosity would not stop
him from seeking more information which could only be found through the transmitters
such as Wahb and Ka'b.676

Unlike the depiction of Adam, the ambiguity of the Qur’anic narrative on Eve led
al-Kisa'l to struggle to provide a detailed account for her. It is safe to assume that the
author exceeded the boundary of the Qur’anic narrative in order to be able to discuss
a number of the questions which he proposed. One of the questions initiated by al-
Kisa'r was about the circumstances of Eve’s creation. The Qur’anic narrative was silent
on how and when Eve was created. In the second Surah God tells both Adam and Eve
to dwell in Paradise and not to eat from the forbidden tree. God says: “And We said,

"O Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in Paradise and eat therefrom in [ease and]

674 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 37.

675 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 37.

676 Al-Kisa'T appears interested in discussing several related eschatological questions regarding divinity
and sleep. In one example he states that Adam fell asleep, and perhaps this was the first time for Adam
to sleep in the presence of the Angels who quickly realized his nature. The angels realized the very
human nature of Adam and they came to conclude that if Adam can sleep and doze off then he would
die. Al-Kisa’'mT adduced this opinion through a narrative coming from Wahb who claimed that one of the
signs of death is sleep. The children of Israel asked Moses if God sleeps but God revealed to Moses if
he slept heaven would fall to the earth...” See Al-Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 30.
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abundance from wherever you will. But do not approach this tree, lest you be among
the wrongdoers.”®’” The literal meaning of the verse suggests that Eve was created
before Adam received the command to dwell in Paradise. God commands both Adam
and Eve to dwell in Paradise using the dual pronoun. Al-Kisa'l argues that Eve was
created from Adams’ left rib when he was sleeping 678 He includes a narrative from
Wahb in which he says that Adam had dreamt of Eve before she was created. When
Adam saw her in his dream, he asked who she was, but then God answered him by
saying, “| have created her for you.”%’® He adduces the Qur’anic verse in the twentieth
Surah when God speaks to humankind in general and says “it is Allah who has created
you from a single soul and out of it He made its mate...” 8 Bronson observes the
reluctant position of exegetes when it comes to the creation of Eve. She states that al-
Kisa'l is not the only exception here, but many of the early exegetes refer to Eve as
the referent of the pronoun ‘its mate’®®! Yet, despite the Qur’anic reference to the equal
creation of Adam and Eve from the same soul, the theory that Eve was created from
Adam’s rib was adopted by several early exegetes. As Bronson noted this notion is
“widely attested throughout Jewish and Christian literature.®®? It does, however,
demonstrate the early exegetes' reliance on external sources.

The incident of Adam and Eve’s encounter with Iblis is widely discussed in al-
Kisa'l. The Qur’an was silent on how /blis deceived Adam and Eve. The Qur’an uses

the verb waswasa (to whisper), which means that /bfis whispers to Adam and Eve to

677 (Qur. 2:35)

678 Al-Kisa'l refers here to a hadith, “be kind to women for they were created from a cracked rib...” See
Al-Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 31.

679 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 31.

680 (Qur. 2:198) cited in Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 31.

681 Bronson, “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis,” 42.

682 Bronson, “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis,” 43.
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eat from the forbidden tree. The Qur'an does not determine though if Adam and Eve
meet with Iblis physically. The Arabic word waswasa suggests an evil inclination rather
than meeting in person. Al-Kisa’l, however, wonders how /blis who has already been
exiled from Paradise, was able to confront Adam and Eve.%8 Al-Kisa'T goes on to
incorporate foreign elements to explain /blis’ encounter with Eve. He says Iblis who is
exiled from Paradise plays a trick on several animals to allow him to enter Paradise.
Iblis speaks to the peacock, one of the most beautiful birds in Paradise and asks if he
can enter Paradise through him. Iblis promises in return to reveal the knowledge he
obtained to the peacock. The peacock, being incapable of acting this role extends the
invitation to the serpent and asks him to help /blis to enter Paradise. It is the serpent
which is capable of carrying /bfis in its mouth. The story flows as al-Kisa't was finally
able to illustrate the conversation between /blis and Eve, who never doubted his
intention.%84 Clearly, as Afsar notes, /blis is a deep and complex personage. This is
evident in the way he speaks to God and his role in tempting Adam and Eve. Yet, on
the other hand, the serpent in the Bible is merely an animal with no reason to deceive
Eve.58% |n the Islamic sources the depiction of the serpent took various forms;
sometimes the snake is capable of giving Eve a reason to convince her to eat from the
tree. For instance, in al-Kisa'T's tale, the serpent argues with Eve and says, “can you
inform me what are the things that are allowed to you and things that are forbidden to

you?”%86 He goes further to ask, “why did God forbid you from eating from this tree?”687

683 Presumably al-Kisa'T understood this as a physical confrontation, and this is how he had to supply
various elements to explain this scene. The verse however does not necessarily suggest a physical
confrontation. The Arabic term “waswasa” to whisper, can be understood figurately as to cast doubts
to his heart.

684 Al- Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 35-38.

685 Afsar, “Speech Acts in the Story of Adam and Eve,” 196.

686A|-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 38.

687Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 38.
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In other traditions as Bronson noted the serpent is portrayed as a betrayer; he helps
Satan to enter Paradise without the permission of the gatekeepers.68

Al-Kisa'l attempts to keep the story flowing nicely from one episode to another
without revealing his sources. It was closer to the end when he cited a narrative from
Ibn Abbas illustrating Eve’s conversation with /bfis. It is unclear though if Ibon Abbas’s
narrative comes from Islamic tradition or if it traces back to the People of the Book.
Within the body of the story, al-Kisa’m seems to resort to the Qur’anic verses to
supplement context to his story. Nevertheless, he seems uninterested in developing
any further discussion on the verses he cited. Occasionally, the Qur’anic verses he
utilizes appear odd to the context, but he continues to quote them. This suggests that
al-Kisa't while attempting to islamicise his tale, does not seem to devote more effort to
reconciling his sources. A good example of this is when al-Kisai’'l discusses Iblis’s
encounter with Eve and how /blis attempts to convince her to eat from the forbidden
tree. The author states that /blis promised Eve if she eats from the tree, she then will
become eternal. /blis continues to inspire Eve to eat before her husband’s appearance.
According to al-Kisa'l, this conversation was between Eve and Ibfis while Adam was
away. Surprisingly al-Kisa'l cited a verse that says "Your Lord did not forbid you this
tree except that you become angels or become of the immortal. And he swore [by
Allah] to them, "Indeed, | am to you from among the sincere advisors.”8 The Qur’anic
verse contradicts what al-Kisa'l states earlier and confirms the presence of Adam and
Eve in their confrontation with /blis®®° The Qur’an states clearly that Satan’s waswasa

was to both of them and not just Eve. Yet, the idea of depicting Eve as the only one

688 Bronson, “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis,” 47.
689 (Qurr. 7:20-21)
690A-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 38-39.
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who is responsible for transgressions comes from a midrashic source®'0n the other
hand, the occasional manifestation of the Qur’anic verses in al-Kisa'T's tale indicates
that it was acceptable during his time to see the Qur’an cited among other biblical
sources without necessarily giving preference to the Qur’an.

According to al-Kisa'l, it was Eve who drew near the tree and took seven grains
from seven branches, she ate one, saved one and brought five to Adam.6%
Accordingly, Eve is not only the one who initially ate from the tree, but she also incited
Adam to eat. Interestingly al-Kisa’m while attempting to keep the image of innocent
Adam resorts to a tradition from Ibn ‘Abbas in which he says: “Adam has no control
over what befalls him, rather it was predestined.”®% Ibn ‘Abbas then refers to the verse
in which God informs the angels that he will place upon the earth a successor.
Accordingly, the first man plays no role in the fall episode, rather God wants him to
bear the moral responsibility and to be His successor. Al-Kisa’'l then continues that
Adam took the ears from Eve’s hand and he had forgotten his covenant with God. This
motif echoes the Qur’anic verse when God says: “And We had already taken a promise
from Adam before, but he forgot, and We found not in him determination.”6%*

Eve’s final encounter with God was epic. Not only is she portrayed as the main
cause of sin but also her punishment extends to her progeny. God asks her to exit and
informs her about the punishment she would expect in her progeny: “I shall make you
deficient in mind, religion and your ability to bear witness and inherit...."%% “| curse you

with the burden of menstruation and cause you the agony of pregnancy and labour, so

691 Bronson, “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis,” 46.
692A|-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 39.

693A|-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 39.

694 (Qur. 20:115) cited in 4 Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 40.

695 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 43.
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you won't give birth until you experience the taste of death. You women will witness
more grief and tears and have less patience...”6% Interestingly these narratives echo
several hadiths which were employed here to highlight the grief and sufferings of Eve
and her offspring. They also stress how women’s fate is a consequence of Eve’s
punishment for her transgressions. Yet, such traditions would contradict the Qur’an
which clearly states that both Adam and Eve asked for forgiveness, they repented, and
they were forgiven. As Bronson suggests, “the scriptural narratives on Eve and their
interpretations came to bolster the prevailing medieval weltanschauung of Muslim
women as deficient spiritually, ontologically and physically.”%%”

Unlike al-Kisa'lm whose work is considered folklore, al-Tha‘labi’s version is
regarded as a scholastic collection.®®® As Klar points out when comparing the two
authors, “it would appear to have been an easy step for other scholars to eulogize al-
Kisa'T as ‘a master story-teller’...”8%° On the other hand, al-Tha‘labr’s work, despite
being choppy and not really enjoyable, has its own literary quality.”® At a quick look at
al-Kisa'l, while it appears that he relies mostly on Wahb and Ka'b, al-Tha‘labT’s tales
of the prophets however demonstrate the rich sources he utilizes. In addition to the
People of the Book, the author seems open to including a range of different genres; he
quotes from exegetes, anecdotes and akhbar from many Companions and hadith

transmitters. Furthermore, he cites other groups under the name of scholars, Sages,

and People of History. Accordingly, al-Tha'labr’s version exceeds that of al- Kisa'.

6% Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 43.

697 Bronson, “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis,” 51.
698 Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales,11.

699 Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales,11.

700 Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales,11.
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While the two authors cover the same figures, al-Tha‘ball is over twice the length of

al-Kisa'r's collection. Yet, al-Kisa'T version remains unique for modern scholars.”0’

Al-Tha'labT divides his account of Adam and Eve into five sections: the divine
wisdom behind the creation of Adam, the creation of Adam, the spirit entering Adam’s
body, the creation of Eve and finally, Adam and Eve’s trial. From the outset, it is clear
that al-Tha‘lab1 attempts to produce a new version of Adam’s story in which both Adam
and Eve are meant to be tested by God. Al-Tha'labT argues for predestination; neither
Adam nor Eve plays any role in the temptation event. The act of disobedience was
described by al-Tha'labt as God-willed and not as true disobedience. The
chronological order al-Tha‘lab1 follows seems to make sense; each section would lead
to the other. Adam according to al-Tha‘labT was created to be tested and he was
destined to dwell on the earth. This suggests that his stay in the Garden was
impermanent. Furthermore, al-Tha‘labT describes Iblis as the enemy of God. This
implies the author's decision to depict God and /bfis as the main cause for Adam’s trial.
Adam and Eve are portrayed as passive agents in the fall account. Adam and Eve’s
temptation by /bfis is described by the author as God’s test.”%?

Al-Tha'labT’s account of Eve’s creation seems identical to that of al-KisaT's. He
claims that Eve was created for the sake of Adam’s domesticity. He adduces his view
by quoting a narrative from anonymous exegetes in which they say: when God created
Adam, he was wandering in Paradise alone, he could not find any company, then God

created Eve when Adam was sleeping from his rib. Similar to al-Kisa'l, the author

makes a reference to the twentieth Surah in which God confirms that he created man

701 Klar, Interpreting al-Thalabis Tales, 11.
702 Al-Thalabt, Qisas al-Anbiya’ al-Musama bil ‘Ara’is (Cairo: Maktabat al-Jumhriya al- ‘Arabia, n.d),
23- 35.
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from a single soul. Yet, he concludes that Eve was created from a different substance;
Adam was created from clay and Eve was created from flesh.”%3

Perhaps the most important section in which the essential point of the author
was finally established is the one on Adam’s test. Al-Tha'labr’s attempts to emphasize
Adam’s role in the temptation event make his account uniquely different compared to
that of al-Kisa’l. Although the two authors introduce external elements; the peacock
and the serpent, al-Tha'labr tries to refer to God as the main and the only cause in this
scene. This conclusion would help al-Tha'labt to place both Adam and Eve on the
same level of responsibility. According to al-Tha‘labr, it was Satan who finally entered
Paradise, and he was able to speak through the teeth of the serpent. However, al-
Tha'labT mentions that the serpent spoke to both Adam and Eve, and he seduced both
of them. Clearly, this indicates that, unlike al-Kisa'l, al-Tha‘labT maintains the harmony
between the Qur’anic verses and the context he provided.”%

Although al-Tha'labT maintains this image of the primary couple playing no
significant role in the transgression, he decides to surprise his audience in the final
section and narrates an anecdote from lbn Ishaq in which the latter claims that Adam
ate from the tree unconsciously because Eve gave him wine to drink until he became
drunk.”% Al-Tha‘labT then goes further to discuss the legal rule of drinking wine. He
cited a hadith highlighting the Islamic prohibition of wine. He says that wine is the

source of all sins.”% This depiction of Adam as a drunk man is rejected by Ibn Kathir

703 Al-Tha‘labt, Qisas al-Anbiya’,28.

704 Al-Tha‘labt, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 29-30.

705 Al-Tha‘labr, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 31. The editor of this book has attempted to erase the depiction of
Adam being inebriated, so he omits this part from the story. Yet, he keeps hadith that discusses the
prohibition of the wine, so the final depiction appears odd because the topic of wine is unrelated to the
episode preceding it.

706 Al-Thalabl, Qisas al-Anbiya’,31.
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who stresses the moral aspect of the prophets in Islam.”®” Al-Tha‘labi concludes his
account by listing the punishment placed on Adam and Eve. Interestingly, al-Tha‘labt
again was careful with the terminology he uses. He describes Eve’s punishment as
Eve’s trial. Yet, it is not clear why Eve’s trial is extended to her offspring if she plays no
role in the temptation episode. He presented an identical section to that of al- Kisa’l
when he discussed how Eve’s trail extended to her progeny. The primal woman Eve
and her daughters were afflicted with these traits, and with fifteen other traits besides.
The first is menstruation. The second is the burden of pregnancy. The third is the labor
pains and the agony of delivery. The fourth is women’s deficiency in religion and her
lack of intellect. %8 It is not clear why al-Tha‘labT chooses to deviate from his previous
statement which put equal blame on the primary couple by blaming Eve for the
violation. Perhaps one possible way to understand this approach is to think of Adam

and Eve as a representative of all humanity and not just the first couple.”®®

Ibn Kathir’s Depiction of Adam and Eve

Ibn Kathir is the first one to apply restrictions on materials coming from biblical
sources. Following his teacher Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathir rejects many of what he called
isra liyyat as reliable sources. In his approach to the biblical prophets, he attempts to
depict a new version which does not cross the Quranic boundaries Yet, Ibn Kathir was
aware that many of his predecessors rely heavily on isra liyyat material so he could

not ignore them altogether. Instead, he continues to quote from the biblical materials,

707 | will discuss later in this chapter how Ibn Kathir refuses to accept this deception of the prophets
because he believes in the infallibility of the prophets.

708 This reference to hadith that was narrated by Sa‘1d al-KhudarT in which the Prophet says” Women
are diffident in religion and in intellect ...”

7098mith, Jane I., and Yvonne Y. Haddad. “Eve: Islamic Image of Woman,” Women study int. Form 2
(1982):135-144 at 141.
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discusses their invalidity and stresses that they cannot be accepted unless they are in
accord with the Quran.”"% In his introduction to al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, he highlights
that isralliyyat are of three categories; The first are those recognized to be true
because they are attested to by the Quranic revelation; The second are those whose
falsity is confirmed by the Quran; The third are those that fit into neither of the other
categories. He argues that he could not use any except those of the third section; those
that fit into neither of the other categories. Ibn Kathir limited the usage of the last
category to only what he called “ornament” i.e., they cannot be used as a
“confirmation”. For him, Muslims should rely only on the book of God and the prophetic
tradition. Ibn Kathir explicitly indicates that his motivation to include isra ‘iliyyat reports
in al-Bidaya is to warn against their invalidity and to remind his reader of what he
considers to be beneficial.”"!

Ibn Kathir's account of Adam and Eve appears to be less informative; His
scholarly investigation is generally concerned with questions that go beyond the
immediate story.”'? Although he continues to quote from the material found in the
earlier sources, he seems uninterested in seeking further details in order to produce a
full narrative. Rather, he gives priority to the Quranic narrative and the hadith tradition.
Furthermore, he attempts to devote more room to early exegetes’ discussion on
theological debates occurring during their time. For instance, Ibn Kathir discusses in

detail whether Satan has the same nature as an angel or not; whether the Garden is

710 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa al -Nihaya, |, 6.

11 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa al -Nihaya, |, 6.

712 It is important to note that Ibn Kathir's al-Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya overlaps with his Tafsr, his frequent
reference to his Tafsir when he discusses the biblical prophets suggests that he wrote his Tafsir first,
and he then went to write an abridged copy where he presents its story in the context of world history.
Yet, Ibn Kathir devoted more room in his history to discuss isra ‘iliyyat reports and the proper treatment
of them
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on earth or in heaven; whether the Garden Adam dwelled in is Paradise or not. He
goes further to discuss if the command of prostration was to all angels or just the
inhabitants of the earth.”"3

Although Ibn Kathir attempts to confine his sources to the Islamic tradition, he
could not ignore the fact that his audience was aware of narratives coming from the
People of the Book. In some cases, he appears to cite narratives from the People of
the Torah. Yet those materials were subject to criticism. In one example he shows how
scholars delving into particulars does not establish real knowledge. While discussing
the nature of the forbidden tree, Ibn Kathir listed exegetes’ various views in which they
cited the view of the People of the Book. He then suggested that since there was no
evidence to determine the tree, the suggested views have no solid evidence to rely on,
so it is hard for him to establish any preference.’”'* Ibn Kathir went on further to criticise
Muslims’ curiosity to seek more details which are not essential to the Quranic narrative.
Muslims’ attempts to reveal the meaning of the obscure Quranic text might contradict
God’s will. It is God who made restrictions on the knowledge that carries no value to
humans.”’® Ibn Kathir not only rejects the superfluous knowledge coming from the
People of the Book but also, doubts their sources. He questions the authenticity of the
book of Torah; he distinguishes between the Torah which was revealed to Moses and
the Torah which the People of the Book had an account of during the advent of
Islam.”'® In another discussion, Ibn Kathir makes explicit reference to tahrif. He states

that the tension occurred between the People of the Book’s narrative and the Quranic

713 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya, |, 72-75.

714 |bn Kathir, Al- Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya, |, 74-75.

715 |In his tafsir, Ibn Kathir echoes al-TabarT’s view on the nature of the tree in which the latter states
that there is no benefit from knowing obscure text and such knowledge carries no value to the
believers.

716 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya, |, 78.
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narrative because the People of the Book tampered with their book while they
attempted to translate it into Arabic. He continues that their ignorance of the breadth
of the Arabic language, and of God’s scripture led them to produce a poor text.”"”

Since Ibn Kathir's abridged version of Adam and Eve is a summary of the
Quranic tale, the depiction of Eve appears to be less challenging; Eve has been
portrayed as an equal mate who shared with Adam the responsibility for the fall. It was
ultimately irrelevant to Ibn Kathir to question further details on her creation
circumstances. Ibn Kathir suggests that Eve was created right before Adam dwelt in
Paradise. He seems to demonstrate his opinion by citing the Quranic verse in the
second Surah “And We said, "O Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in Paradise and eat
therefrom in [ease and] abundance from wherever you will. But do not approach this
tree, lest you be among the wrongdoers."”'® Ibn Kathir argues that the literal meaning
of this verse indicates that Adam and Eve were equally addressed by God to dwell in
Paradise which suggests that Eve was already created before then.”"9

Despite Ibn Kathir’'s attempt to keep his story purely Quranic, he could not resist
many of the prophetic traditions that deal with women in general. In one hadith he cited
from Abd Hurayra, the Prophet says: “Women should be treated with respect since
they are created from a bent rib...””2° This hadith while addressing women in general,
was used by many exegetes to explain the creation of the primal woman. Ibn Kathir
also did not hesitate to join the camp, he narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas and |Ibn Mas’td that
Adam was wandering in Paradise by himself and when he felt lonely, his mate was

created to make him feel domesticity and comfort him. Ibn Kathir continues that when

"7 Ibn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya, 1, 78.
718 (Qur. 2:35).

719 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa alNihaya, |, 74.
720 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa alNihaya, |, 74.
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Adam was asleep, God created Eve from his rib. In a different narrative from Ibn
‘Abbas, Eve was created from Adam’s left rib.”?" As Bronson noted the rib motif is
‘widely attested throughout Jewish and Christian expository literature and even
appears in pre-Islamic/early Islamic poetry.”’??2 Although such traditions explicitly
contradict with the Quran which confirms that both man and woman were created from
one soul, Ibn Kathir seems not worried about resolving this tension. A second example
is worthy here to explain how Ibn Kathir departed from the Quranic narrative for the
sake of supporting tradition. Ibn Kathir while accepting the Quranic narrative that both
Adam and Eve were equally responsible for the fall, encountering other tradition which
suggests the opposite. Abd Hurayra says: “Were it not for Eve, a wife would not betray
her husband.””?® This hadith although explicitly accuses Eve of being traitor to her
partner, does not provide the circumstances. Yet, Ibn Kathir provided a context for this
hadith by citing a narrative from Imam Ahmad that it was Eve who ate first from the
tree and then she urged Adam to eat.”?* |bn Kathir is uninterested in developing further
discussion on how to reconcile this tradition and the Quranic narrative that both Adam
and Eve bear the same responsibility for the fall.

Surely, Ibn Kathir's view on Eve is equivocal; while he attempts to keep his
version within the Quranic boundaries, he incorporates biblical elements that parallel
prophetic traditions. This reluctant position on Eve’s role explains the dominance of the
traditions that accuse her of being the main cause of the fall. Perhaps the question of
Eve’s role in the temptation’s episode was irrelevant to Ibn Kathir, but his main purpose

was to collect various views of his ancestors to determine whether they are valid or

721 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa alNihaya, |, 74.
722 Bronson, “Eve in the Formative Period of Islamic Exegesis,” 43.
723 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa alNihaya, |, 78.
724 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya, |, 78.
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not. In this case, Ibn Kathir is not troubled by citing non- Quranic element such as the

serpent. He states further:

In the book of the Torah that is possessed by the People of the Book, the serpent is the one
that causes Eve to eat from the tree. The serpent was one of the beautiful animals in the Garden.
Eve listened to the serpent, ate from the tree and fed Adam as well. There is no mention of iblis
in this story.”2

Ibn Kathir seems to refuse the biblical narrative that the serpent plays any role in the
fall account. For Ibn Kathir, this narrative clearly contradicts the Quran that states it
was Iblis and not an animal. On the other hand, He found one narrative that the Prophet
enjoined the killing of snakes whenever one finds it. Ibn Kathir attempts to provide an
interpretation of the Prophet’s permission to kill serpents. He argues that the Prophet’s
command can be understood as a punishment for the serpent for its shameful role in
the temptation event.”26

Ibn Kathir after recording all the views that preceded him, reminds his reader of
one of the methodological quandaries that affect the validity of the biblical narrative
cited. He states that the Torah that is possessed by the People of the Book contains
many errors. Primary, the error that occurs when translating its words to Arabic,
especially for those who are not acquainted with the Arabic language and its science.
This leads to many errors in both the text and the meaning deduced from it.”%”

The question that remains unsolved is why there was a tendency among Muslim
authors to depict Eve as a betrayer and fail to embrace the Quranic narrative in which
both Adam and Eve have moral responsibility. It is clear that Muslim authors attempt
to constitute a coherent narrative out of various materials which they try to work

together. If we compare Adam with Eve, it seems that Adam enjoys several merits. Ibn

725 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa alNihaya, 1,78.
726 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa alNihaya, 1,78.
727 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa al-Nihaya, 1,78.
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Kathir mentions that Adam was honoured with four things: God created Adam with His
hand, and breathed His spirit into him; Adam is given the covenant; God taught Adam
the knowledge of things; God asked angels to prostrate to him.”?® These unique merits
can be seen as “part of his prophetic function rather than his being of the male of the
species.”’?® By contrast, according to the majority of Islamic tradition Eve was created
from Adam’s rib and she was created to accompany him. Let aside the cluster of early
traditions that describe women as deficient in religion and intellect. Clearly, many of
these commentators, while agreeing that Adam was fully responsible, nonetheless
come back to Eve as the real cause of the problem. They struggle to put both of them
on the same level. Consequently, Eve and her descendants must deal with hardship

and retribution.

Narrative Two: Joseph, “the Protected Prophet”

The Qur’anic narrative of Joseph is exceptional in the way it provides the whole story
with various scenes in one chapter named Joseph. In more than one hundred verses
the chapter illustrates a variety of scenes which starts with the young Joseph informing
his father about his dream and ends with Joseph'’s reunion with his family in Egypt.
Although it follows the same pattern as the book of Genesis, the account of Joseph is
not identical.”° Unlike the Bible, the Qur’anic narrative does not discuss the first dream
of Joseph. Rather it begins with Joseph telling his father about his dream of the sun
and the moon, “Remember when Joseph said to his father, "O my father, indeed | have

seen [in a dream] eleven stars and the sun and the moon; | saw them prostrating to

728 |bn Kathir, Al-Bidaya Wa alNihaya, 1,72.
729 gmith, and Haddad. “Eve,” 136.
730Stern, “Muhammad and Joseph,” 193.
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me.””31 Joseph'’s chapter while it seems an ideal topic for early Muslims who seek rich
narratives to illustrate, does not prevent the curiosity of Muslim authors to cross the
Qur’anic boundary and consult Biblical materials. In this chapter, | will question
Muslims’ motivation for quoting from the People of the Book’s sources while re-writing
the story of Joseph. The scope of this inquiry is narrowed to discuss Potiphar’s wife
(Zulaykha in Islamic sources) and her attempt to seduce Joseph. Similar to the episode
of Adam’s fall, Muslims seem to struggle to depict a man with a great virtue like Joseph;
he is a prophet, chosen by God and he is gifted with interpreting dreams.”3? Yet, the
fact that he was tempted by Potiphar’s wife, and the ambiguity of the Qur'an on this
issue, left Muslim authors perplexed on how to provide a comprehensive depiction of
him and at the same time maintain his image as a role model. One of the prophecy
criteria is that prophets are considered infallible, | will shed light on Muslims’
endeavours to resolve this issue.

Unlike the Bible, the Qur’an starts the story of Joseph by telling Joseph’s
second dream. Joseph told his father that he saw eleven stars, the sun and the moon,
prostrating to him. Joseph's father, however, asked him not to tell his siblings about
his visions since he was aware of their resentment and antagonism towards him.”33
The story continues with the brothers urging Jacob to allow them to take Joseph and t
promising to take care of him. “Send him with us tomorrow that he may eat well and
play. And indeed, we will be his guardians.””3* Yet, Joseph’s brothers already had a

plan to dispose of him. They decided to put him in a pit, and they went back home

81 (Qur. 12:4).

732 Those virtues are articulated clearly in chapter (12).
733 This illustrated in (Qur. 12:5).

734 (Qur. 12:12).
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weeping and claiming that Joseph was eaten by a wolf.”3® The story continues to
illustrate how Joseph was rescued and raised by the Egyptian who adopted him as his
son. Yet the wife of the Egyptian loved Joseph and attempted to tempt him. The Qur’an
states: And she, in whose house he was, sought to seduce him. She closed the doors
and said, "Come, you." He said, "[| seek] the refuge of Allah. Indeed, he is my master,
who has made good my residence. Indeed, wrongdoers will not succeed."”*¢ Joseph
resisted her temptation; he was loyal to his master who treated him generously in his
house. The following verse, however, states that Joseph was close to accepting her
proposal, except he received a warning from God. The Qur'an states: “And she
certainly determined [to seduce] him, and he would have inclined to her had he not
seen the proof [i.e., sign] of his Lord. And thus [it was] that We should avert from him
evil and immorality. Indeed, he was of Our chosen servants.””%’

Clearly, the Qur’anic narrative assures that Joseph was a man with good
character. Since his childhood, he was chosen by God and given the advantage of
interpreting dreams. God says “And thus will your Lord choose you and teach you the
interpretation of narratives [i.e., events or dreams] and complete His favor upon you
and upon the family of Jacob, as He completed it upon your fathers before...””3 As a
grown man Joseph is humble and righteous. He also “was regarded as specially
endowed with supernormal ability to perceive mysteries, interpret dreams and indeed
life itself.””3® When Potiphar's wife failed in seducing Joseph, he ended up being in

prison for many years. However, Joseph favoured prison over being disobedient to

735 This reference to (Qur. 12:17).

736 (Qur. 12:23).

37(Qur.12:24)

738(Qur. 12:6)

739 John Macdonald, " Joseph in the Quran and Muslim Commentary: A Comparative Study," Muslim
World 10 (1956): Heinrich Speyer, Die Biblischen Erzéhlungen in Qoran (Hildesheim, 1961), 124-125.
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God, he said: "My Lord, prison is more to my liking than that to which they invite me.
And if You do not avert from me their plan, | might incline toward them and [thus] be of
the ignorant.”’4% Even in the prison Joseph maintains his excellent reputation; he is
joined by two youths who asked him to interpret their dreams because they see him
as a virtuous person.”' The Qur’an says, “Inform us of its interpretation; indeed, we
see you to be of those who do good.””4?

Yet, despite the good character Joseph enjoyed, the temptation episode seems
to challenge Muslim authors in the way it allows some to question to what extent
Joseph was seduced by the lady. They doubt his intention when the lady desired him.
In several Islamic sources, there is a reference to Joseph loosening his belt, as an
image of his strong desire to lie with the Egyptian’s wife. Those details although they
did not come from the Qur’anic narrative, do not exist in the Bible either. As Stern
points out, this reading appears to be midrashic in origin.”*> Neither the Qur’an nor
Genesis makes any reference to Joseph’s attempt to lie with the lady. On the contrary,
both scriptures seem to illustrate Joseph'’s resistance to her appeal, both physically
and morally. In the twenty-fourth verse the Qur’'an states that Joseph would have
desired the woman had he not seen the proof of his Lord. Muslims tend to negotiate
the boundary of the Arabic word hamma which refers to Joseph’s tendency towards
her. They argue whether the Arabic term refers to an abstract idea which occurs in his
mind or if his strong desire necessitates an act towards her. Furthermore, they discuss

the nature of God’s proof to Joseph. | will discuss in detail the Muslims’ perception of

740(Qur.12:33)

741 Macdonald, “Joseph in the Quran and Muslim commentary,” 129.

742 (Qur. 12:36)

743 Stern refers to Bereishith Raba 87:7 In which Joseph sensed a growing yearning, but divine
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this verse in the light of their attempt to maintain the prophetic image in Islam, notably,
the concept of infallibility.

Al-Kisa'T explains the significance of Joseph's tale to various religious
communities. He points out that the People of the Book were familiar with Joseph’s
story, however, they refused to share it with the Prophet. Ibn ‘Abbas says that the
People of the Book concealed the story of Joseph, and when God sent Muhammad, a
group of Jewish rabbis came to the Prophet to challenge him. They said, if you are a
prophet sent by God, narrate to us the story of Joseph and his siblings, so God
revealed the story to him. When the Prophet recited the story, the Jews started to
weep, and they said to Muhammad, “you have given more of the story of Joseph in the
Qur'an than what is found in the Torah.”’4* The Jews suspiciously questioned
Muhammad’s source, “they said where did you learn this?” He answered: “it was
revealed to him by God.”’#® Al- Kisa’'T then continues that Wahb says whenever God
sent a prophet, he would tell him the story of Joseph and so God revealed it to the
Prophet Muhammad. Al-Kisa'T concludes that it was said that the Jewish community,
during the Prophet’s time, honoured Joseph's narrative to the extent that they wrote
the story with golden ink on silver tablets and kept it inside their houses as a way to
honour it.”#8 This explains why each religious community continue to preserve their
own version of Joseph’s tale. It suggests further that the story constitutes a fertile
contact between early Muslims and the People of the Book.

Al-Kisa'1 devoted about twenty pages (156- 179) to the entire story of Joseph.

Although he quotes from Ka'b and Ibn ‘Abbas, he seems not to discuss his sources in

744Al- Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 179.
745 Al- Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 179.
748Al- Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 179.
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all cases. In many cases, he is more interested in keeping the story flowing as one
narrative without telling his sources. The author gives attention to all the minor details
that are not mentioned in the Qur’an. Since al-Kisa'T incorporates elements from
Genesis and the Qur’an, the final outcome is a mixture of both. He does not give
preference to any of them, nor does he appear interested in keeping his tale balanced.
Macdonald states that several Muslim commentators not only had access to the Bible
but also to the later Jewish legends that were transmitted orally and developed over
centuries.”’

Unlike the Qur'an, al-Kisa'm begins Joseph’s tale by discussing Joseph’s
childhood; his mother Racheal gave birth to Joseph and after him his brother Benjamin.
When his younger brother was two years old, Rachel died. He then goes on to discuss
Jacob’s second marriage and Joseph’s childhood.”® Al-Kisa'l then continues by
discussing Joseph's first dream which clearly resembles the narrative in Genesis since
the Qur'an tells the second dream only 74 Al-Kisa'T supplies the necessary
background to explain the enmity of Joseph'’s brothers. Although al-Kisa't appears to
resemble Genesis’ tale, he slightly modifies it. For instance, al-Kisa'T claims that
Joseph only informs his father about his first dream and not his brothers. This goes in
contrast with Genesis' tale that states that once Joseph had a dream, he informed his
brothers who hated him more.”®® Another example is needed here to illustrate how the
author produces a new version which is a mixture of both the Qur’an and the biblical
narrative. The Qur’anic narrative states that it was Joseph’s brothers who urged their

father to take Joseph to the pasture. Jacob felt worried about his little son, given that

747 Macdonald, "Joseph in the Quran and Muslim Commentary,” 113.
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he is aware of his brother’s hatred to him.”®'Yet, in Genesis Jacob told Joseph that his
brothers are pasturing at Shechem, and he wanted to send him. According to al-Kisa'l
Joseph’s brothers played a trick on him; they came to play near Joseph, and once he
started to play with them, they told him they had food and drink, and they played more
in the pasture, so Joseph loved to go to the pasture with them and urged his brothers
to ask their father’'s permission to let Joseph join them.”5?

Similarly, when al-Kisa’'m comes to discuss Joseph’s affair in the house of the
Egyptian, he attempts to supply a background to the temptation episode which is
missing in the Qur’anic narrative. As | mentioned earlier the Qur’'an discusses briefly
how the Egyptian’s wife tried to seduce Joseph and how he escaped her.”®3 Al-Kisa'l
however devotes more room to discussing the love story. He mentions that Potiphar's
wife was passionately in love with Joseph, and she was impressed by his beauty.”%*
On many occasions she flatters him and says, “how lovely and sweet are your
words””%® Wahb commented that Joseph’s light shines from his forehead.””%® But
Joseph did his best to resist her attempts. However, in one scene she tried a different
plan, she got ready to seduce him, invited him to her pavilion and seated him on the
couch, shut the door and confessed her love. She even threatened to cause harm to
herself if he did not follow her. She held a knife in her hand to pressure him, when he
tried to stop her, she threw herself upon him.”®’ It was at this moment when Joseph

was inclined to her. Given this much information, Al-Kisa't quotes the Qur’anic verse

751 This refers to (Qur.12: 11-13).

782 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 158.
783 This refers to (Qur.12:23-24).
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(24) in which the verse states that Potiphar's wife desires Joseph and Joseph desires
her (hamma) except that he receives divine intervention.”®® Al-Kisa'T did not explain
further what the Arabic word hamma meant in this context. Eventually, al-Kisa'l states
that Joseph untied the knot of his trousers but then God saved him. Al-Kisa'l explains
further that “Gabriel came down in the image of his father Jacob biting his
fingerprint.””® When Joseph saw this, he rushed to the door in an attempt to flee from
her, and she followed him to the door and pulled his shirt and tore it.”60 Al-Kisa'T's
interpretation challenges late Muslims such as Ibn Kathir who refuse to accept that
Joseph did any act to fulfil his desire. The depiction al-Kisa'm offers with reference to
the temptation destroys the image of Joseph as an infallible prophet.

The length of Joseph'’s tale according to al-Tha‘labT doubles that of al-Kisa'T’s.
Al-Tha'labT devotes more space to discussing Joseph’s genealogy, the great
significance of the story of Joseph, and his beauty and good manner. He then
continues to discuss more details that parallel the Qur’anic narrative. Al-Tha'labt
insists on stressing the link between Joseph and Muhammad. Joseph is the grandson
of Isaac whose grandfather is Ibrahim. Accordingly, Joseph is considered a
continuation to the prophetic chain that begins with Adam and ends with Muhammad.
For this, al-Tha‘labt contends that the story of Joseph is significant not only to Muslims
but also to their religious fellows. Al-Tha'labt highlights how early Muslims were eager
to know the stories of the previous nations. Sa‘'d |lbn Wagas narrates that the

Companions came to the Prophet and asked him if he could tell them the best of the

788A\|- Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’, 1,163.

79A- Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 163

760 Clearly, al-Kisa'l ‘s style of keeping his narrative flow prevented him from delving into recording
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have been the divine intervention that stopped Joseph from committing adultery.
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narratives, so the chapter of Joseph was revealed.’®' A different narrative from Sa‘1d
Ibn Jubir states that the Companions gathered with Salman al- Farast and asked him
to tell them the fairest narratives mentioned in the Torah, then God responded and the
chapter of Joseph was revealed.”®? In a different incident the Prophet speaks to the
Companions about the beauty of Joseph. The Prophet says that in his night journey,
he met with Joseph. The Prophet says: “I passed by Joseph, but | did not recognize
him, so | asked who is he?” Gabriel answered: “This is Joseph”. The Companions
having heard of Joseph’s beauty, asked the Prophet to describe him. The Prophet says
“he shines like the moonlight.” In a different narrative, the Prophet says: “Joseph and
his mother had been given half of all goodness.”’63

Similar to al-Kisa'T, al-Tha‘labt supplies sufficient background to discuss
Jacob’s love for Joseph and the reason for preferring him over his brothers. Yet, al-
Tha'labr is talented in utilising his sources to fill in the narrative gaps within the Qur’anic
narrative. Furthermore, he appears more confident in reconciling his sources. While
discussing Joseph's childhood, he begins with the first dream mentioned in the Bible.
Most of the narratives come in this section under the anonymous name “People of
knowledge of the tales of the prophets and the previous nations.””64 Al-Tha‘labT then
moves to illustrate Joseph’s second dream and explains how Joseph’s dreams

reinforced his brothers’ enmity towards him.”6%

"61Al-Tha‘labl, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 120.

762A|-Tha‘labl, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 120.

763 Al-Tha‘labi, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 121.

764 Presumably, this includes the People of the Book, the Jewish converts and transmitters such as Ibn
‘Abbas.
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When al-Tha'labt discusses Joseph's temptation, he produces a unique section in
which he appears more interested in discussing the Qur’anic verse and the various
interpretations produced by exegetes. Clearly, al-Tha'labt realized how Muslim
authors are challenged by the Arabic word hamma so he devotes more room to
discussing its connotation. The Qur'an says “And she certainly determined [to seduce]
him, and he would have inclined to her had he not seen the proof [i.e., sign] of his
Lord...””66 What appears more challenging is that the Qur'an uses the Arabic term
hamma equally for Joseph and the lady to describe the mutual inclination between
Joseph and the Egyptian’s wife. Al-Tha‘labr states first that the verb hamma in general
refers to an abstract idea that occurs to oneself. Second, he distinguishes between the
verb hamma occurring to Joseph and to the wife of Potiphar. Although both Joseph
and Potiphar's wife are equally described in the Qur’an as inclining toward one
another, scholars differentiate between her hamm and his hamm. Al-Tha‘labt provides
more details to describe how Potiphar's wife took many steps to seduce Joseph. He
states that according to the People of the Book’s narratives when Joseph turns thirty,
his master puts him in authority. Potiphar’s wife falls in love with Joseph so she desired
him and wanted to win Joseph for her pleasure; she speaks about his beauty in an
attempt to seduce him, she even flattered him, she says “Oh Joseph, how beautiful is
your hair, he replies this is the first thing to perish after my death, she continues “how
beautiful is your face”, he replies, were you see me after death, it will all go...””®" Yet,
despite these incessant endeavours Joseph resisted her attempts and tried to remind

her of his Lord’s punishment. Joseph’s hamm according to this view did not necessitate

766 (Qur.12: 24).
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any act on his behalf, it was only a thought. Joseph proved himself heroic in his
steadfastness in faith.

Al-Tha‘labt then discusses the nature of proof that manifested to Joseph and
prevented him from committing adultery. He quotes Ibn°Abbas who says that Joseph
saw the image of his father Jacob hitting his chest with his open hand as a gesture to
rebuke Joseph. Ibn°Abbas continues that Joseph was punished in his life and unlike
the rest of his siblings who were given twelve children, Joseph bore only eleven as a
punishment from God.”®® Similarly, Qatada narrates that Joseph saw the image of his
father and talked with him, Jacob approached Joseph warning; “why do you act
impertinent while you are written as a prophet in the book of prophets.”®® lbn‘ Abbas
narrates another anecdote that illustrates how Joseph was protected by God. Joseph
saw a human palm that reminds him of God’s punishment. Joseph ran away and come
back four times.”’? Ibn‘Abbas’ last narrative appears problematic as it suggests that
Joseph had attempted more than once to fulfil his desire.

Unlike the early versions where detailed episodes of Joseph’s life are stressed,
Ibn Kathir introduces an abridged version in which he opts to reject many of the early
traditions established outside the Qur’anic boundaries. The story of Joseph does not
come as a separate story in al-Bidaya, rather lIbn Kathir includes the story of Joseph
as a continuation of Jacob’s story and things that occurred during his life. Ibn Kathir
begins the story of Joseph by highlighting two principles which he contends as
significant to understanding the nature of the Qur’anic narratives. First, the significance

and nobility of the Qur’an as a book that was revealed to Muhammad and contains the
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ultimate truth when it comes to the stories of the old prophets. Ibn Kathir confirms that
God says: “Whoever turns away from it - then indeed, he will bear on the Day of
Resurrection a burden, [Abiding] eternally therein, and evil it is for them on the Day of
Resurrection as a load.”””! Ibn Kathir assures that whoever turns away from the Qur’an
and seeks other scriptures, will be punished. Second, the insignificance of seeking
religious knowledge outside the book of God and the prophetic traditions.””? Ibn Kathir
then quoted a hadith that states that ‘Umar brought to the Prophet a written material
which he had got from the People of the Book. Once he started reading it, the Prophet
got angry and said “I have brought it - the message of Islam- to you clear and pure. Do
not ask the People of the Book anything, perhaps they tell you something true and you
disbelieve them, or they tell you something false and you believe them," he then
continues that if Moses were alive, "he would have followed me."””3 It is not surprising
that Ibn Kathir throughout his history maintains the habit of reminding the reader of his
treatment of biblical narratives. Being aware of his Muslim authors’ curiosity to exceed
the Qur’anic boundaries, he is even more alert to lay down his principles before digging
into the skeleton of story.

Ibn Kathir after putting forward his methodology on how to engage with
isra’iliyyat at the beginning of the tale, went on to apply it. He appears to follow a
particular treatment when he quotes from the People of the Book. Firstly, he classified
all the narratives coming from the People of the Book under one category, and gave
them an anonymous name, for example he says, “we found this with the People of the

Book” or “we heard this from the People of the Book.””7# Unlike the early authors when
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names like Ka'b or Wahb appear frequently, Ibn Kathir is more interested in sources;
those narratives regardless of their narrators came from the same source and are
therefore entitled under isra’iliyyat. Secondly, Ibn Kathir not only attempts to prove the
invalidity of biblical narratives but also, compares their content against the Qur’anic
narrative and proves their inaccuracy. In one example when he discusses Joseph’s
brothers’ plot to kill him, he says that the People of the Book claim that it was Jacob
who sent Joseph after his brothers and when Joseph lost his way, he found a man who
helped him to find his brothers.””® Ibn Kathir explained that Jacob’s fear would prevent
him from sending Joseph after his brothers, given that Jacob is aware of their hatred
of Joseph. According to Ibn Kathir, it appears irrational to claim that Jacob has sent
Joseph to join his brothers.”’® Ibn Kathir then cited the Qur’anic verse which indicates
that it was Joseph’s brothers who urged Jacob to take Joseph, God says "Send him
with us tomorrow that he may eat well and play. And indeed, we will be his
guardians.””’” lbn Kathir after clarifying how the People of the Book’s narrative
explicitly opposes the Qur’anic narrative went on to criticise its source. He mentions
that the People of the Book might misquote this narrative, they might err, or it might be
the inaccuracy of the Arabic translation of their quotations.””® Interestingly, he does not
support the campaign that claimed that the Torah itself has been tampered with, rather
he accused the People of the Book of misquoting their sources.

Another example is that when Reuben tries to rescue Joseph, Ibn Kathir states
that according to the People of the Book it was Reuben’s idea to throw Joseph in the

pit so he can rescue him. Yet later his brothers took Joseph and sold him. When
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Reuben came back to take Joseph, he could not find him, Reuben went back to his
father and informed him. When Jacob learnt about his son, he tore his clothes, put on
a sackcloth and mourned him for many days. For Ibn Kathir, this version of the biblical
narrative not only opposes the Qur’anic narrative but also smashes the ideal image of
the prophets in general. The Qur'an says; “[Jacob] said, "Rather, your souls have
enticed you to something, so patience is most fitting. And Allah is the one sought for
help against that which you describe.””’® Ibn Kathtir then rushed to accuse the People
of the Book of having “solecism” in their style which led to misleading translation and
poor imagination.”®% For Ibn Kathir, the depiction of Jacob tearing down his clothes and
mourning his son seems inappropriate for a prophet.

It should come as no surprise that the temptation scene for Ibn Kathir was an
abridged episode in which Ibn Kathir opted to reject many of the details that surpasses
the Qur’anic narrative and contradicts prophecy in Islam. Ibn Kathir's version is a
straightforward interpretation of the Qur’anic verse. He appears to contrast the non-
stop temptation Joseph received from the lady with the good character he maintains
as a prophet. Joseph had to resist his human desire and refuse to accept her vile
invitation. Ibn Kathir not only confirms Joseph’s moral responsibility as a prophet, but
he also emphasizes Joseph'’s kinship. Joseph comes from a family that carried the
legacy of prophecy, both his father and grandfather were prophets. Although Joseph
is a young man who has a strong desire, God protects him from evil and immortality.”8
Ibn Kathir towards the end provides an explanation of his decision not to discuss many

of the early exegetes’ discussions on the temptation verse. He argues that most of the

779 (Qur. 12:18).
780 |bn Kathir, Al- Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, 1, 201.
81 |bn Kathir, Al- Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, |, 203-204.
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exegetes’ interpretations draw from the People of the Book sources, so he decided to
ignore them altogether.”®? He contends that Muslims should believe in the infallibility
of the prophets and their protection from any act of misconduct.”®® Clearly, for lbn
Kathir, the early authors smashed the hallowed images of prophets; they depict them
as sinners and sometimes as disobedient to God. For Ibn Kathir the stories of the
prophets serve as “role models” for Muslims and a continuation of the prophetic legacy

which starts with Adam and ends with Muhammad.

Narrative three: Abraham’s Disputed Sacrifice: Isaac

The Qur’an, despite making various references to Isaac, does not provide so much
detail about his life. The reference to Isaac in the Qur’an is found amid verses that
situated him within the genealogy of the Prophets. God says: “And We gave him good
tidings of Isaac, a prophet from among the righteous.”” The Qur’an also refers to
Abraham’s other son, Ishmael. He is considered a prophet according to Islamic
sources but his name “is associated with the important act of building the Ka‘'ba.””8% In
chapter (37) the Qur’an refers to Abraham’s sacrifice of his son. The Qur'an says:
“And when he reached with him [the age of] exertion, he said, "O my son, indeed |
have seen in a dream that | [must] sacrifice you, so see what you think." He said, "O
my father, do as you are commanded. You will find me, if Allah wills, of the

steadfast.”’® Nevertheless, the Qur’an does not state the name of Abraham’s

782 |n his tafsir, Ibn Kathir devoted more room to discussing the proof Joseph received from his Lord.
He listed various opinions stated by al- Tha‘labt and others but then he came to conclude that since
there is no clear evidence on the sign Joseph received from God so we should not search more. See
further, Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-'Azim, IV, 326-327.

783 |bn Kathir, Al- Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, |, 204.

784 (Qur. 37:112).

785 Reuven Firestone, “Abraham's Son as the Intended Sacrifice (al-Dhabth, Qur’an 37:99-113):
Issues in Qur’anic Exegesis.” Journal of Semitic Studies 34(1) (1989): 95-131 at 99.
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sacrificed son. On the other hand, the Hebrew Bible refers explicitly to Isaac as the
intended sacrifice.”®” The Qur’anic silence on specifying the name of the intended
sacrifice and the place of sacrifice troubled early exegetes who were curious to
determine Abraham’s binding son.

A close look to the early period of Islam, although Muslim authors were split into
two groups who supported either Isaac or Ishmael, the mainstream supported Isaac
as the intended sacrifice.”® For instance, al-TabarT supports the claim that Isaac is
Abraham'’s intended sacrifice.”® Not only does al-Tabari make a strong case to
support his claim, but he also refutes the claims of his opponents who contend that
Ishmael was the intended sacrifice.”®® Although al-TabarT is one of the early exegetes
who is known for citing biblical tradition within his tafsir, in this case he seems not to
employ any biblical references to justify his opinion. Rather, his debate is based on
philological argument in which he uses the Qur’anic text to justify his opinion.”®
Equally, Ibn Qutayba states that the sacrificed son is Isaac, and he argues that the
majority of the people of knowledge argue for Isaac.”®? Al-Tha'‘labT spares more room
in his tale to discuss pro-lIsaac and pro-Ishmael traditions without necessarily revealing
his preference.”®® Al- Kisa'T on the other hand since one of his main sources is Ka'b
and his version is mostly inspired by biblical tradition, appears to support Isaac as the

intended sacrifice 7®* Clearly, the mainstream of early exegetes cited evidence that

787 (Genesis 22:1-19).

788 Al-Ya'qubl mentions that there is disagreement among Muslim authors on the intended sacrifice,
but he does not reveal his preference. See Ta'rikh al-Ya ‘qdbi, 52.

789 Tarikh al-Tabari, 263-271.

790 Mirza, “Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice,” 383.

791 Mirza, “Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice,” 284.

792 See also Ibn Qutayba, Al-Ma ‘arif, 21-22.

793Al-Tha'labr, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 101-105.

794 Al-Kisa'l. Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 150-153.
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suggests Isaac or at least both views. Yet, it wasn't until Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir
when there was a significant turn toward Ishmael in the exegetical tradition.”®®

In the following lines, | will examine how early authors such as al-Tha‘labt and
al-Kisa'1 discuss Abraham’s intended sacrifice and then | shall investigate the shift that
occurred with Ibn Kathir. Considering the background of both al-Tha'labt and Kisa', it
should appear logical for them to incorporate biblical material into their depiction; those
narratives coming from Ibn‘Abbas and Ka‘b constituted the main body of their tale. It
is not a surprise for either of them to make the case for Isaac. On the other hand, lbn
Kathir develops an interesting argument in which he argues that Ishmael is the
intended sacrifice. As it was mentioned earlier, Ibn Kathir not only considers much of
the biblical material as invalid, but he also criticizes early exegetes’ interest in seeking
more details. One can assume that Ibn Kathir is uninterested in the scholarly dispute
on determining the intended sacrifice; If God decided to hide Abraham’s sacrificed son,
then there is no benefit in searching for it. On the contrary, Ibn Kathir seems to engage
in the scholarly investigation and devote some room to addressing the dispute on one
hand and then to re-interpreting several proofs used by the two groups to demonstrate
his opinion. Furthermore, Ibn Kathir engages with the biblical material and introduces
a new interpretation to the Torah in order to argue for Ishmael. As Mirza suggests that

Ibn Kathir utilises the Bible to argue that Ishmael is the intended sacrifice.”

Al-Kisa'T's presentation of the intended sacrifice seems unique in the way it
does not appear to be a contentious issue. Unlike al-Tabart and al-Tha'labt who opt to

illustrate both views’ arguments and evidence, al-Kisa'm is uninterested in this

795 Mirza, “Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice,” 277.
796 Mirza, “Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice,” 288.
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discussion. He rather jumps straight to portraying Isaac as the intended sacrifice
without necessarily collecting evidence to establish a strong case. It was not until the
end when the author refers briefly to one minor opinion cited by Ibn ‘Abbas in which
he says that Ishmael is the intended sacrifice. Al-Kisa'T continues that the same view
was heard from Mujahid and al- Dahak. Ibn ‘Umar in a different narrative confirms
Isaac as the intended sacrifice. Al- Kisa'm does not seem interested in stating pro-

Ishmael evidence nor in justifying their opinions.”®”

Al- Kisa'T's presentation of Isaac and Abraham'’s trial was based on a narrative

that comes from Ka‘b in which he says:

When Isaac reached seven, he went with his father to Jerusalem and one time Abraham fell
asleep and he saw a dream in which God commanded him to offer a sacrifice. Abraham brought
a fat bull and slaughtered the animal but then Abraham saw the same dream and he was told
that God commands him to offer a bigger sacrifice. Abraham brought a camel and offered it as
a sacrifice to God. But then he saw the same dream wherein God commands him to offer
something bigger. Abraham wondered what would be greater than a camel and then the voice
alluded to Isaac. Abraham felt terrified knowing that this dream is a sign from God to sacrifice
his son Isaac.”®

Al-Kisa'T then continues that Abraham took a knife and a robe and asked Isaac to
accompany him to the Mountain without telling his son nor his wife Sarah about his
plan.”®®

Similar to the story of Adam and Eve, the devil (/b/is) plays a significant role in
Abraham’s trial. Al-Kisa'1 narrates from Ka'b that the devil tries to approach Abraham,
Isaac and Sarah equally to prevent them from fulfilling God’s command. Unlike Adam
and Eve, none of them seems to be tricked by Satan’s seduction. They were aware of

his presence, and they refused to follow him. Satan “failed in his desire because of

797 Al- Kisa'l, Qisas Al-Anbiya’152.
798 Al- Kisa'l, Qisas Al-Anbiya’,150.
79 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 1,150.
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God and because Abraham’s entire family submitted to God’s will.”8%° Throughout the
story, al- Kisa'1 refers to the intended sacrifice as Isaac and to his mother as Sarah.
The place of sacrifice according to this narrative is near Jerusalem.0'

Al-Tha'labT's section on the intended sacrifice appears to be scholarly prose in
which he introduces various arguments on the intended victim and illustrates the
evidence of each group. Al-Tha'labt does not have any preference when it comes to
the intended victim. Al-Tha‘labr after listing the Qur’anic verses that address the story
of sacrifice goes on to discuss each group's evidence. He states that although there is
a consensus among the People of the Book that Isaac is the intended victim, Muslim
scholars tend to dispute among themselves. Yet, there are several Companions and
Successors who confirm that it was Isaac. In one tradition that has been used by the
pro-Isaac group, Joseph proudly talked about his genealogy with the Egyptian king, he
says: “l am Joseph son of Jacob the prophet of God, son of Isaac the intended sacrifice
of God.”8%2 Similarly, in a narrative comes through Zayd Ibn ’'Aslam, that Moses said
“My Lord, why do people supplicate to you by saying the God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob?"83 Moses was told the merit of each prophet and it is said that Isaac was
honoured with being the intended sacrifice.8%

In another narrative from Sudd, there is a reference to the place of the sacrifice.
When Abraham left for Syria, he prays to God to grant him a son from his wife Sarah
but then the angels came to him with the good tiding of his son Isaac, Abraham then

offers him as a sacrifice to God and this was the reason for God to command Abraham

800 Firestone, “Abraham's Son as the Intended Sacrifice,” 103.
801 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, |, 151-152.

802 Al- Tha’labt, Qisas Al-Anbiya’, 101.

803 Al- Tha’labt, Qisas Al-Anbiya’, 101.

804 Al- Tha’labt, Qisas Al-Anbiya’, 101.
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to sacrifice his son.8% According to this narrative the place of sacrifice was in Syria.
Yet, Ibn Ishaq challenges the one narrated by Suddi. He argues that the intended
sacrifice is Ishmael, and the sacrifice occurs in Mecca. For Ibn Ishaq, even if Abraham
lives in Syria, he used to travel between Mecca and Syria by riding Buraq.8

The second group of transmitters who claim that Ishmael is the intended
sacrifice based their view on studying the Qur’anic verses of the story. The Qur'an
after referring to the intended victim continues that God gives Abraham the good
tidings of Isaac. In another verse, God gives the good tidings of Isaac and after him
Jacob. "And his wife was standing, and she smiled. Then We gave her good tidings of
Isaac and after Isaac, Jacob."8% |t is then logical to consider Ishmael as the intended
sacrifice because it seems irrational for God to promise Abraham with Isaac’s progeny
and then command Abraham to sacrifice him. It is worth mentioning that al-Tabart
employed the same Qur’anic verses to argue that Isaac is the intended sacrifice. He
states that Qur’anic verses that include good tidings (bashshara) shall be understood
to refer to Isaac. Since the good tidings were mentioned in both verses, (Qur11:71)
and in (37:101) then it should refer to the same boy.8% In addition to the Qur’anic
evidence, those who support Ishmael employ a historical fact to support their claim. It
was claimed that the horns of the sacrificial sheep were kept in the house of God
(Ka'ba) and it was there until the time of Muhammad. This hadith was stated by al-

Shu‘abT who says, “I saw the two horns of the sacrificial sheep in Ka‘ba.”8% Al-Tha‘labt

805 Al- Tha'labt ,Qisas Al-Anbiya’, 102-103.

806 Buraq is a supernatural beast that carried Prophet Muhammad in his night journey to Jerusalem.

807 (Qur. 11:71).

808 This reference to (Qur. 37:101-102) in which God gave Abraham the good tidings of a boy and then
the following verse addresses the dream of Abraham of sacrificing his son.

809 Al-Tha’labt, Qisas Al-Anbiya’,101-102. Interestingly, the motif that the Jews changed deliberately the
intended sacrifice form Ishmael to Isaac appears in two narratives cited by pro-Ishmael group. The first
is the one from Ibn ‘Abbas in which he confirms that the intended sacrifice is Ishmael, he then continues
that the Jews claim it was Isaac, but they lied. In another tradition the Caliph, ‘Umar Ibn ‘Abid al- ‘Aziz
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after listing both views and their evidence, concludes that both views have strong
evidence from the Qur’an. Given that, al-Tha'labt does not state his personal opinion
as it might seem difficult in the light of the silence of the Qur’an to determine the
sacrifice victim.

As was mentioned earlier, the history of Ibn Kathir was composed after he had
finished his tafsir. This allows Ibn Kathir to recapitulate many of the themes introduced
in his tafsir and produce an abridged version of the intended sacrifice in his history.
Consequently, the presentation of the intended sacrifice in his history appears as a
conclusion in which he confirms that Ishmael is the intended victim. Ibn Kathir stresses
the invalidity of the opinion that claims that Isaac is the intended victim. He says, “the
view that Isaac is the intended sacrifice comes from those who consult the sources of
the Children of Israel.”®' |bn Kathir continues “they have distorted, twisted and
misinterpreted the scripture they possessed.” 8'" As Mirza highlights “lbn Kathir
overarching contention is that the original opinion of Ishmael was distorted by early
Jewish and Christian converts who introduced biblical narratives into the nascent
Muslim community.”8'? Since lbn Kathir summarizes his view in his Al- Bidaya, it is
worthy examining Ibn Kathir's Qur'anic commentary on the verses discussing the
intended sacrifice to understand how he makes a strong case for Ishmael. Ibn Kathir’s

endeavour to make a strong case for Ishmael comes in three steps: first, he claims

seemed perplexed and he then sent to a Jewish man who converted to Islam and had great knowledge
on the Torah. The Caliph consulted him on the intended victim. The man confirmed that the intended
sacrifice is Ishmael, and the Jews knew it is Ishmael, but they hide it because they seem to envy the
Arabs for having a prophet coming from Ishmael’'s progeny. Yet, they attributed such honour for
themselves and claimed it for Isaac because he is their grandfather. Eventually, the motif of altering the
intended sacrifice will disclose in both Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kahtir's argument in order to make a strong
case for Ishmael.

810 |bn Kathir, Al- Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, 1, 191.

811 |bn Kathir, Al- Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, 1, 191.
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that the People of the Book altered their scripture; and second, he refutes evidence
that Muslim authors used to argue for Isaac. According to Ibn Kathir this group based
their opinions on evidence that come from the People of the Book. And third, he
assembles all prophetic traditions that support his claim.8'3

Ibn Kathir while attempting to argue for Ishmael as the intended sacrifice,
encounters many of the early Muslim authors who claimed that Isaac is the intended
victim. According to Ibn Kathir those views trace back to biblical traditions. Ibn Kathir,
therefore, seems uninterested in criticizing those authors in the first place. Rather, he
engaged with the evidence they utilised and produced a new interpretation that
promote Ishmael as the intended sacrifice. In his tafsir, while commenting on chapter
(37) in which God says, “So We gave him good tidings of a forbearing boy.”8'* Ibn
Kathir asserts that the “forbearing boy” in the Qur’an here refers to Ishmael.2'® Ibn
Kathir’'s starting point is that both the People of the Book and Muslims agreed that
Ishmael is Abraham’s oldest son. He states that according to the People of the Book’s
scripture, Abraham was given Ishmael when he was eighty-six and Isaac when he was
ninety-nine.®16 He continues that according to their book, God commands Abraham to
sacrifice his “only son.”8'” In another copy his “oldest son”. Yet they altered their book
and added the name “Isaac” to the text.8'® For Ibn Kathir, the word “Isaac” seems odd
to the text since he cannot be in all cases Abraham’s “oldest son” or “only son”. Yet,
the possibility of Ishmael being Abraham’s only son is there if the sacrifice occurred

before the birth of Isaac. Ibn Kathir then goes on to explain the motivation of the People

813 |bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-‘Azim, VII, 23- 31.
814 (Qur 37:101)

815 |bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-‘Azim, VII, 23.
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of the Book to alter their book. According to Ibn Kathir, the People of the Book altered
deliberately their scripture by inserting the word “Isaac” into the text because they are
the descendants of Isaac. The Arabs on the other hand come from Ishmael’'s progeny.
Ibn Kathir argues that the People of the Book were envious of the Arabs being the
descendants of the intended sacrifice, and they want to attribute it to themselves. 81°
Ibn Kathir after producing a new interpretation of the Bible moves to accuse
early Muslims who claimed that Isaac is the intended sacrifice. For Ibn Kathir, those
groups have no solid ground to stand on, rather they seem to establish their argument
on narratives that come from the People of the Book. According to him, their
interpretation appears to contradict the Qur’an which has explicit reference to Ishmael
as the intended sacrifice. Ibn Kathir stated earlier that the biblical narrative can only be
accepted if they are in accord with the Qur’an. Yet, in such cases, they contradict the
Qur’an, so he rejected them. It is significant to ask here how Ibn Kathir was able to
use the Qur’anic text to build his argument for Ishmael. Ibn Kathir applied one of the
exegesis’ principles established by Ibn Taymiyya. The Qur’an can be interpreted by
the Qur’an.®20 |bn Kathir resorts to other verses addressing Isaac. In one verse God
says: “And his Wife was standing, and she smiled. Then We gave her good tidings of
Isaac and after Isaac, Jacob.”8?' The verse clearly comes in the context of Abraham
and Sarah receiving the good tiding of Isaac and after him Jacob. For Ibn Kathir if we
accept that Isaac is the intended sacrifice then, this verse seems problematic. It is
irrational for God to promise Abraham with Isaac and his progeny and then command

Abraham to sacrifice him.822 Once Ibn Kathir proved that both the Qur’an and the Bible

819 |bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-‘Azim, VII, 23.
820 |bn Taymiyya, al-Muqgaddima, 94.

821 (Qur11:71)

822 |bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-‘Azim, VII, 23.
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support his claim of the intended victim, he went further to collect all the prophetic
traditions to make a strong case on Ishmael.

Ibn Kathir cites a tradition that proves that Ishmael is the intended victim. He
declares that the two horns of the sacrificial sheep were kept in the house of God
(Ka‘'ba) and they were kept there until the time of the Prophet.®23 This suggests that
the actual slaughter occurred in Mecca where Ishmael and his mother lived and not in
Syria. A second narrative from Ibn ‘Abbas states that when Abraham was performing
the rituals of the pilgrimage in Mecca with his son Ishmael, he encountered the devil
(Iblts) who was present and tried to divert Abraham from obeying God’s command.8%*

One of the critiques that Ibn Kathir used against Muslim authors promoting
Isaac was to check the authenticity of the narratives they employ. Ibn Kathir as a hadith
scholar gave more weight to hadith and its authenticity than to any other tradition.82°
He simply criticizes a hadith narrated on the authority of several authors including Aba

Hurayra. The Prophet says:

God allowed me to choose between having Him forgive half of the Muslim people or responding
to my intercession on their behalf. | chose my own intercession, for | hoped [that would bring]
forgiveness for most of the Muslim people. If a pious Muslim dies after me, then let my prayer
hurry [on his behalf]. When God comforted Isaac from the terror of sacrifice, it was said to him:
“O Isaac, ask and you will be granted!” So he said...”826

Ibn Kathir was troubled by this hadith since it claims that Isaac is the intended sacrifice.
Ibn Kathir goes on to criticise both the isnad and the matn (content) of the hadith. He
doubted the soundness of this tradition by arguing that one of the narrators is

unreliable. He then states that the hadith has an odd word (gharib) which does not fit

823 |bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-°‘Azim, VI, 29.

824 |t is worth mentioning that the same narrative was reported through Ka‘b in which he explains how
Satan encounters Abraham, Isaac and Sarah to divert them from obeying God’s command. For lbn
Kathir, Ka‘b reported this story from the People of the Book. So, he doubts its reliability. See Ibn
Kathir, Tafsir al-Quran al-‘Azim, VI, 25.

825 Mirza, “Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice,”289.

826 For the English translation see, Firestone, “Abraham's Son as the Intended Sacrifice,” 114.
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the hadith context. For Ibn Kathir the sentence “God comforted Isaac from the terror”
seems as if it was “added” to the actual hadith and does not come from the Prophet.
Ibn Kathir argues that the context of hadith speaks about the sacrifice rites practised
in Mecca where Ishmael lived.8?” If this ritual occurs in Mecca, then Ishmael would be

a good fit and not Isaac.

Narrative Four: Jonah, “The Angry Prophet”

Similar to the Bible, Jonah is considered a minor prophet in Islam. The Qur’an says:
“And indeed, Jonah was among the messengers.”®® The Qur’an also speaks highly
of Jonah’s community. They are considered the only exception in which God accepted
their repentance and allowed them to live in ease. “Then has there not been a [single]
city that believed so its faith benefited it except the people of Jonah? When they
believed, We removed from them the punishment of disgrace in worldly life and gave
them enjoyment [i.e., provision] for a time.”82°Yet, the most striking verse on Jonah is
the one describing Jonah'’s anger and how it led to his “estrangement” from God. Unlike
many of the biblical prophets who are introduced through the Qur’anic narrative as
“role models” for the Prophet and Muslims, the example of Jonah is presented as a
man whose example should not be followed by Muhammad. The Qur’an says
addressing Muhammad: “Then be patient for the decision of your Lord, [O
Muhammad], and be not like the companion of the fish [i.e., Jonah] when he called out

while he was distressed.”®30 The verse identifies Jonah as “the man of the fish”

827 Mirza, “Ishmael as Abraham's Sacrifice,” 289.
828 (Qur. 37:139)
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because he was swallowed by a big fish and stayed in its belly for a few days until he
prayed to God and then God accepted his prayer.

The Qur’an alludes to Jonah’s rage and how it led to his trial, yet “the Qur’an
does not explain whence he left, whither he went, and why he was going there in the
first place.”®' The Qur’an says: And [mention] the man of the fish [i.e., Jonah], when
he went off in anger and thought that We would not decree [anything] upon him. And
he called out within the darknesses, "There is no deity except You; exalted are You.
Indeed, | have been of the wrongdoers."83? Although the Qur'an mentions Jonah's
wrath at God, the subject of what caused Jonah to object to God's mandate is left open
to interpretation. The rest of the Qur’anic narrative however refers to a shift in Jonah’s
attitude: he submitted to God’s will and his call was heard. The Qur’an’s allusive style
led Muslim authors to strive to provide a context for Jonah’s story. The Qur’anic tale
of Jonah while simply describing his quarrel with God as an omnipresent human
dilemma?’3? strikes many of the Muslim authors who seek to uphold the prophets’
morality. | will examine how Muslim authors attempt to re-tell the story of Jonah in the
light of his trial.

Al-Kisa'T's presentation of Jonah relies on narratives he received from Ka'b.
According to al-Kisa'1 Jonah does not only appear as an angry prophet, but he also
seems unsatisfied with God’s command. Al-Kisa'T begins by supplying a historical
context to the tale in which he illustrates how Jonah as an orphan lived in difficulty

during his childhood and how God intervened in many of his life’s events. In one

831 Reynolds, The Quran and Its Biblical Subtext, 119

832 (Qur 21:87-88)

833 Hannelies Koloska, "The Sign of Jonah: Transformations and Interpretations of the Jonah Story in
the Qur’an," in Qur’anic Studies Today, ed. Angelika Neuwirth and Michael A. Sells (London and NY:
Routledge, 2016) at 87.
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example, Jonah resembles Joseph in that he received a dream when he was only five
that foretold his future wife and the description of her father.83* Al-Kisa'1 then continues
that Jonah received a command from God to go to the people of Nineveh, a city ruled
by a tyrannous king. However, Jonah appears unsatisfied with God’s decision, he even
seems to bargain with God to choose another candidate for this task. Al-Kisa'T says:
“God addresses Jonah saying ‘I have chosen you to become a messenger to the city
of Nineveh. Jonah replied back, “send someone else.” God insisted, “go, and listen to
what | have commanded you.”®3 In another episode, Jonah appears even more
distracted and not able to take the burden of his prophecy along with his family loads.
The story continues with God interfering and separating him from his family.83 Clearly,
al-Kisa'T's depiction of Jonah violates the ideal picture of the prophets in Islam which
will lead late authors such as Ibn Kathir to reject them. Yet, what appears more
challenging for later authors is the one describing Jonah’s anger. The Qur’an says:
“And [mention] Dhu al- nun, when he went off in anger and thought that We God was
not capable of punishing Jonah.”®37Al-Kisa’T appears not to worry about depicting the
angry prophet, he states that Jonah was angry with God when the people of the city
humiliated him and refused to accept his call to God. Jonah warns them of God’s
punishment and leaves the city waiting for their punishment. But unexpectedly the
people of the city repented to God, and they were forgiven. Jonah however appears

dissatisfied with the divine will. He stormed away, swearing never to return to them as

834 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, I, 296.

835 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, Il, 297- 298.
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837 |t is worth noting that the verse (21:87) is problematic. The Arabic word “lan naqdira” was
translated by most Muslim authors as” God would not decree [anything] upon him.”, yet the literal
meaning suggests that Jonah thought that God was not capable of punishing him. For this, | am
diverting from Sahih translation and providing the translation used by Mirza in his article, Younus Y.
Mirza, “Was Ibn Kathir the ‘Spokesperson’ for Ibn Taymiyya? Jonah as a Prophet of Obedience”
Journal of Qur’anic Studies 16.1 (2014): 1-19.
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a liar.83% According to al-Kisa’'T Jonah was not only portrayed as a man who likes to
quarrel with God but also presented God as if He was not capable of keeping his
promise to Jonah.

Similar to al-Kisa'1, al-Tha‘labt appears not to be concerned with the prophetic
image of Jonah. He depicts Jonah as a hasty and tough man.83° He cited one hadith
in which the Prophet explained why he was told not to follow the example of Jonah.
The Prophet describes Jonah as a hasty and unsteady man and when he took the
burden of prophecy, he fell apart under it.8*° In another narrative on the authority of al-
Hassan al- Basr1, Jonah appears to be angry with God because he would not allow
him sometime before going to preach in the city of Nineveh. When Jonah asked God
to give him time to get ready, God told him that he had to rush but then Jonah became
angry with God for not allowing him time to put on his shoes ' Al-Tha'labT cited a
narrative on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, who states that Gabriel came to Jonah and
asked him to rush to the people of Nineveh to warn them against punishment.84? Jonah
went to find a ride, but then Gabriel told him to rush so he went off angry.?*

Al-Tha‘labt also records the views of other authors who appear interested in
discussing two significant questions with reference to Jonah. The first is whether Jonah
went off angry with his people or with God: and the second is to question whether his
disobedience was before or after his mission to the people of Nineveh. Al-Dhhak and

Ibn‘Abbas state that Jonah was angry with his people and not with God.84* In a different

838 Al-Kisa'l, Qisas al-Anbiya’, Il, 298-299.

839 Al-Tha‘labrt, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 460.

840 Al-Tha‘labr cited in Mirza, “Was Ibn Kathir the ‘Spokesperson’ for Ibn Taymiyya?” 12.
841 Al-Tha‘labr, Qisas al-Anbiya’, 460

842 Al-Tha‘labt, Qisas al-Anbiya’,460-461.
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narrative lbn ‘Abbas states that Jonah’s mission to the people of Nineveh was after
Jonah was locked in the belly of the fish. Ibn ‘Abbas demonstrates that the Qur’'anic
verses in chapter (37) speaks about Jonah'’s trial first in which he was kept in the fish
belly for some time. The verse continues that Jonah was sent to his people after his
escape from the fish.84% According to Ibn ‘Abbas, if one follows the Qur’anic order of
the events, then one can conclude that Jonah’s mission was after his imprisonment in
the fish. Unlike Ibn ‘Abbas, al-Tha'labrt cited a different view that suggests that Jonah
was angry with God because God accepted the repentance of his people. Jonah was
unaware of why God lifted his punishment and he hated to return back to his people
as a liar after he warned them about God’s punishment.84® The image of Jonah being
angry with God implies that al-Tha‘labT was open to collecting a range of views that
discuss Jonah'’s disobedience without necessarily being concerned about his prophetic
image. This stands against later authors such as Ibn Kathir who refuses to discuss “the
question of prophetic sin” in his narrative.84” lbn Kathir was one of the ShafT
traditionalists who believe in “moral theology” in which the goal of propagating the
moral and ethical ideals of the prophetic heritage was paramount.48

Unlike the previous authors, Ibn Kathir's presentation of Jonah appears unique
in the way he portrays him not only as an obedient prophet but also as a mystical figure
whose example has to be followed.?*° |bn Kathir cited a tradition in which the Prophet
confirms that if a Muslim prays to God with Jonah’s prayer, God will accept their

prayers.80 Furthermore, Jonah was “released from the whale because of prior

845 This reference to (Qur. 37: 139-147).
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obedience.”®! Jonah remembers God in the time of ease, so God remembers him in
the time of hardship. Yet, Ibn Kathir was challenged by the example of Jonah
introduced by the early authors. Ibn Kathir depicted the story of Jonah by re-examining
three elements of his story: first, his sin and the reason for Jonah’s rage. Second, the
literal meaning of the verse “lan naqdir” which suggests that God was not capable of
punishing him. And finally, his example as an obedient worshipper.

Ibn Kathir depicts Jonah as a worshiper who was angry with his people for God’s
sake. Ibn Kathir hardly accepted the idea that Jonah was a sinful prophet. He, on the
other hand, stresses the sin of Jonah’s community. He devoted more room to
explaining how the people of Nineveh, humiliated Jonah, rejected him and decided to
continue in their unbelief. Ibn Kathir states that exegetes mention that Jonah was sent
to the city of Nineveh. Jonah kept calling them to answer God’s call, but they refused
his admonishment and remained in their disbelief. After a long time, Jonah decided to
leave them to their inevitable punishment. Jonah was angry because of their
disbelief.8%? |bn Mas 'Td says when they saw that their punishment was drawing nearer,
they repented to God and regretted what they had done. At this point, Ibn Kathir leaves
the impression that Jonah’s anger was a result of his people’s foolishness. Ibn Kathir
discusses further whether their belief would save them on the day of Judgement as it
did in this life. Ibn Kathir states that the context indicates that they will be saved on the
day of Judgement because of their true repentance.®3 Clearly, Ibn Kathir places a

great responsibility on the people of Nineveh for their misconduct against Jonah.
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Ibn Kathir then uses philology to produce a different interpretation for the verse
“‘when he went off in anger and thought “lan naqdir’”. 1bn Kathir although known for
relying heavily on al-Tabarf filters al-Tabarr’'s comments that suggest that Jonah left
his people because he was angry with God.?%* He refuses to include a Hebrew inspired
tradition that depicts God as the one who breaks His promise to punish the city.8% lbn
Kathir “never admits the possibility that Jonah could have been angry at God...”8 |bn
Kathir explains that the word “lan naqgdar’ can possibly mean “not to restrict”. Other
linguistic scholars use “naqdar’ to mean “to decree.” This suggests Jonah thought that
God would not restrict or would not decree anything on him. With this interpretation,
Ibn Kathir was able to escape the problematic reading of the text that would have led
a prophet to believe that God lacked the ability to punish him.8%

Ibn Kathir after discussing Jonah’s sin went on to list various views that debate
when Jonah was called as a prophet. He cited a tradition from Ibn ‘Abbas in which he
states that Jonah’s mission was after his imprisonment in the fish. Al-Tabart also
suggests the same opinion. Mujahid on the other side argues that Jonah was sent to
the people of Nineveh before he was locked in the fish belly. Ibn Kathir comments that
it could be possible that Jonah was called to the people of Nineveh first and then God
commanded him to go back to the city after his lockdown in the fish.8%8 Al-Razi however
states that Jonah left Nineveh before he was called as a prophet. This interpretation

enables al-Razi to keep the idea that prophets are infallible.8%°
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Ibn Kathir devoted the last section of Jonah'’s story to discussing the virtues of
Jonah. In one tradition that comes through Imam Ahmad and Ibn ‘Abbas, the Prophet
says, “No servant of God should say | am better than Jonah.” In another narrative, the
Prophet says, “do not prefer me over the prophets, nor Jonah.”8 For Ibn Kathir Jonah
is @ man who praises God in ease and difficult times. Ibn Kathir stresses the verse
which indicates Jonah’s prior worshipping was a cause for his rescue. The Qur’an says
"And had he not been of those who exalt Allah, He would have remained inside its
belly until the Day they are resurrected."8" According to Ibn Kathir, Jonah used to pray
to God even before he went into the fish belly. Ibn Kathir says when Jonah was in the
belly of the fish and he realized he was alive, he prostrated to God and said: My Lord,
| am prostrating myself to you in a place unlike anywhere you have been worshipped
before.®2 As Mirza points out that this tradition “portrays Jonah as a ‘spiritual pioneer’
since he is the first to worship God in a belly of a whale.”863

The question of Ibn Kathir's endeavour to stress the “moral aspect” of the
prophetic personage will lead to a further question on the relationship between
isra’iliyyat material and the development of theological concepts such as prophet’s
infallibility (‘isma). From the prophetic examples we have introduced, it appears that
while early authors were not concerned about the prophetic image, later authors view
many of those depictions as problematic on the question of infallibility. Generally
speaking, the early versions of the tales of the prophets resemble the Hebrew Bible in

the way they stress the human side of the prophets, they can err and sin. This image
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tends to challenge later authors who were keen to maintain the moral aspect of the
prophets. As a result, a theological debate on whether prophets are sinless or not
started to appear. It is significant to highlight that this question arose later in Sunni
tradition than in Sht'i theology where the infallibility of Sh1‘i imams is discussed widely.
It seems that the idea of the moral infallibility of the prophets appears “as a result of
the debates held between Sunnis and the Shi‘ah.”®* The question of the moral
infallibility of the prophets is disputed in light of the Qur’anic narrative that stresses the
errors and the faults of several prophets. Al-Razi devotes an entire book to examine
the concept of ‘isma and attempts to explain the view of the Ash arT mainstream on it.

In his book ‘ismat al-anbiya’, al-Razi (d.1210) begins by listing the
contemporary views of his generation on prophets’ infallibility and discussing them.8°
He then went on to establish his own opinion. After he stated his view clearly and
provided evidence for it, he discusses various examples from the prophets’ life and
tries to resolve what he finds problematic in the Qur’anic narrative. Al-Razi provides a
new interpretation for the verses that describe prophets as sinful. He argues that
prophets must be sinless in order to deliver the divine message. If the prophets are not
protected from error, then why should people follow them? According to al- Razi, the
prophet’s infallibility covers four aspects: error in belief, error in missionary work, error
in issuing verdicts, and finally in their personal life. Al- Razi confirms that there is jma’
among scholars that prophets cannot sin with reference to the first three, belief, their
missionary task and their verdicts. The error in their personal life is disputed. Al- Razi

also states that scholars disagree on whether prophets can commit minor or major sins

864 Ahmad Hasan, “The Concept of Infallibility in Islam,” Islamic Studies 11, no.1 (1972): 1-11 at 1.
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deliberately or by mistake and whether their infallibility protects them during the tenure
of their prophecy or their whole life®6¢ Al- RazT after listing the dispute among scholars,
explains his view. He contends that the prophets are protected from major and minor
sins during the tenure of their mission. He continues that they cannot sin deliberately,
but they can sin by mistake. 87 Al RazT advances fifteen arguments to justify his view
that the prophets are sinless. The overarching ones centred on introducing the
prophets as role models for the community of believers so they cannot sin
themselves.88

In the second part of his book, al-Razi discusses thirteen prophetic stories. He usually
starts by providing the Qur’anic narrative of the story and then he lists all the arguments
that suggest the prophets’ fallibility and refutes them. Al-Razi re-interprets the Qur’anic
texts which allude to the prophets’ fallibility. In the story of Joseph al-Razi attempts to
re-interpret the Qur anic verse (24) which indicates that Joseph is inclined toward the
Egyptian’s wife. He uses a philological argument in which he traces the Qur’anic usage
of the Arabic verb “hamma”. Al-Razi concludes that since the Qur'an has used the
word “hamma’ to refer merely to ideas that occur to one’s mind, then it is possible to
interpret Joseph’s hamm as solely an abstract idea that does not necessitate any act
on his behalf.8%% By doing so, al- Razi was able to refute early traditions that suggest
that Joseph loosened his belt. In the story of Jonah, al-Razi attempts to stick to the
literal meaning of the verse describing Jonah'’s anger. For al-Razi, the verse indicates

that Jonah went off angry, yet there is no reference to Jonah being angry with God. Al-
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Razi then argues that the idea of being angry with God is unacceptable for a lay Muslim
let alone prophets.870

Although al-Razi is considered the champion of this doctrine, Ibn Hazm (1064)
also discusses the sinless nature of the prophets in his book al-Fisal.®”' lbn Hazm
questions whether prophets are capable of committing sins. He argues that it is
possible for prophets to err deliberately, but their intention is to please God and not to
defy Him. In such instances, God intervenes and directs them to the right direction. It
is also possible that God blames his prophets if they err.872 Similar to al-RazT, Ibn Hazm
refutes the views that claim that prophets can deliberately commit transgression by
attempting to re-interpret verses that speak about the example of the prophets who
disobey God. The outward meaning of the Qur’an suggests that Adam did not disobey
God intentionally when he ate from the tree. On the contrary, Adam ate from the tree
because he held a good intention; that is, he could remain in the presence of God.8"3

Al-Ghazali (d. 1111) also dwelled on the same question, yet he argued that no
one is immune from disobedience even the prophets.8’74 Al-Ghazall states that the
Qur’an confirms the possibility of the prophets to sin and repent. They weep over their
sins and seek God’s forgiveness. Al-Ghazalr argues that the Prophet himself sets the
example for all believers, he used to seek God’s forgiveness every day despite the fact
that the prophet knew that his sins were forgiven.8” Al-Ghazall concludes that man

sins by nature and there is no difference between a lay Muslim and a prophet. Yet, “he
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warns against having a belief in their sinfulness because, he argues, the Muslims are
prohibited by God to insult the Prophets; they are instead asked to revere and admire
Muslims are not allowed to insult the prophet, Muslims have to show respect and
admire them.”876

In a similar fashion, Ibn Taymiyaa argues that the Qur’anic verses and hadiih
tradition admit that prophets can err, and they can make mistakes, but they also repent
and ask for forgiveness. According to Ibn Taymiyaa, prophets can sin, but they are
protected by God.8”7 |bn Kathir on the other hand seems to resemble al-RazT in the
way he defines ‘isma. He argues that prophets are free from sin because they are
protected by God. In the story of Joseph, Ibn Kathir states that Joseph would have
sinned, but God protected him from evil and immortality. Yet, Ibn Kathir is uninterested
in developing further theological debate on ‘isma. What appears significant to Ibn

Kathir is to introduce the prophets as role models and righteous people.8’®

Conclusion

This chapter demonstrates that the genre of the tales of the prophets serves more
roles than just entertaining the audience. Clearly, early Muslims were intrigued by
many of the biblical tales briefly addressed in the Qur’an. Their desire to fill the gaps
in the Qur’anic narrative enabled them to cross the Qur’anic boundaries and create a
biblically-inspired complete narrative. The result is a disparity between the Qur’anic
narrative and post Qur’anic tradition, yet this disparity was of no value to early authors

who seemed not to worry about resolving this contradiction. In addition to the biblical
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narratives, early authors occasionally incorporated elements from the Qur’anic
narrative and hadith traditions in an attempt to satisfy their Muslim audience.

The usage of biblical narratives in the early versions was unquestioned. Early
authors such as al-Kisa'T and al-Tha'labt were open to including various masses of
material handed down to them without paying attention to reconciling their sources. In
this respect, their portrayal of the prophets resembles the Bible in the way that they
stress the human side of their characters. Personages like Adam, Joseph and Jonah
are depicted as sinful and unfaithful to God. Yet, this depiction was rejected by Ibn
Kathir who applied restrictions on israiliyyat material.

Ibn Kathir's abridged version of the tales of the prophets not only resembles the
Qur’anic narrative but also maintains a heroic image of the prophets in which they are
introduced as a “model of righteousness”. Yet, Ibn Kathir was aware of the
pervasiveness of the biblical narratives during the early period of Islam, so he could
not simply ignore them. Rather he engaged with the biblical narratives in order to prove
their invalidity. His criticism of the biblical narratives follows a number of steps; first, as
a hadith scholar, he gives more weight to the soundness of the tradition. For him the
biblical narratives do not follow the criteria of the hadith tradition, so there is no way to
check their soundness. Second, the biblical narratives have to agree with the Qur’an
which is considered the true version of the biblical narratives and finally; he criticises
early Muslims’ epistemological motivation in seeking knowledge that is irrelevant to the
Qur’an. In addition to their epistemological limitation, Ibn Kathir refuses the biblical
narratives on the basis that the Jews deliberately falsified their scripture. In the story

of Isaac, Ibn Kathir argues that the Jews deliberately inserted the name “Isaac” into
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their scripture out of envy of the Arabs who were destined to be the descendants of
the intended sacrifice.

One of the theological debates that arose as a reaction to the prophets’ portrayal
in the early versions is the one of moral infallibility. Al-Razi and other thinkers dwelled
on the question of ‘isma and negotiated its boundaries. Although there is a dispute
among medieval scholars on whether prophets are sinless by nature or if they are
protected by God, there is a consensus that Muslims are required to show respect and
admire them. As a result, later scholars refuse many of the early narratives that depict

prophets as both sinful and wrongdoers.

261



Conclusion

This research's initial impetus was inspired by a question raised by a group of Muslim
students who participated in “scriptural reasoning” sessions at al-Azhar University in
Cairo. The core nature of this practice is a scriptural analysis that allows participants
to read selected texts from the Bible and the Qur’an and reflect on them.87° The fact
that biblical texts are placed equally with other texts from the Qur’an, caused confusion
among Muslim students who rushed to question if the Bible carries an epistemological
value in itself and if Muslims were allowed to consult it. This is a frequent, common
question that encourages inquiry.

Yet, one significant obstacle was that there is a limitation in the most part of
contemporary Arabic scholarship on the Qur’an’s intertextuality and its relation to the
previous scriptures. It should come as no surprise that Arabic scholarship on such a
topic is limited to the topic of isra7iyyat. Furthermore, many modern scholars are
centred on Ibn Taymiyya's approach, and his student Ibn Kathir's critiques of the
biblical narratives. Muslims’ engagement with biblical lore is only interpreted through
the lens of hadith scholars who applied particular conditions to accepting any biblical
narratives. Many modern Muslim authors accordingly suggested there should be
restrictions applied when engaging with biblical narratives. They appear confident in
using the term isr&’iliyyat to refer to biblical lore transmitted in the Islamic books without
questioning its origin or even investigating if the term was used by the early Muslims.

The term isra’iyyat has recently gained a negative connotation to the extent that it
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described early Muslims’ engagement with the People of the Book as a naive attempt
that came out of curious individuals who were deceived by Jewish converts.
Personages like Ka'b and Wahb are viewed as conspirators who deliberately aimed to
corrupt Islam by contributing their own traditions to the new faith.88°

Another active theme that has been used by modern Muslim scholars to
demolish Muslim's interest in the biblical narratives is the Qur’anic accusation of the
falsification of pre- Qur’anic scriptures. This leaves contemporary Muslims wondering
why a faithful Muslim would consult a tampered version of God’s revelation while he
has the true version of God’s revelation, the Qur’an. It is true to admit that both claims
continued to form a real challenge for those working in the field of interfaith relations
and Muslim engagement with the other.

The main aim of the present research has been to examine two key questions
that arise from such a dilemma. The first is what the epistemological weight of the Bible
had in Muslim eyes from the early period of Islam and up to the 14" century and the
second is whether Muslims engaging with biblical lore doubted the authenticity of the
Bible. My attempt to answer this question stimulated a more direct engagement with
oral and written traditions during the early period of Islam to understand how early
Muslims conceptualized their scripture in relation to the previous scriptures and to
explain their curiosity to engage with biblical lore. It also allowed an understanding of
how this interaction was transferred and shaped in early Muslim writings.

One significant strategy of this research has been to trace the theorisation of
isra’miyyat category and document when the term was theorised for the first time in the

Islamic tradition. It also aimed to examine how this term appears in a particular context
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in Ibn Taymiyya’s work: “the urge to rectify the Islamic knowledge.” This means that
Islamic knowledge has to come via an infallible source, the Prophet and it has to be
transmitted through successive transmitters. Biblical narratives for that reason can
only be accepted within the body of Qur’anic exegesis after a critical examination. The
term thus functions to refer to a methodical dilemma of those reports which have not
fulfilled Ibn Taymiyya’s requirement. This study also was concerned with the doctrine
of tahrif as it questioned how tahrif as a motif has formed an obstacle for Muslims
engaging with biblical sources and questioned if Muslims' reliance on biblical narratives
allows them to consider them reliable.

The author has embarked on a journey that appears challenging in the light of
the uncertainty in dating the oral traditions and the fact that those narratives have not
survived in the early written traditions. Yet, fortunately, comparing pieces and bits of
fragments that are survived in the early works of Muslim authors like al-TabarT and |bn
Ishag made the task more feasible. | rely on documents which are at best written
reflections of oral traditions. These sources proved that the Qur’anic scripture has
played an important role in initiating a dialogue between the religious communities
living in the Arabic peninsula. The fertile communication between Muslims and non-
Muslims reflects not only an open culture but also fluidity of religious identities that was
fostered by the oral nature of cultural transition.®" It was proved that early Muslims
while reading the Qur’anic version of the biblical prophets were curious to know other
versions depicted by their predecessors. This curiosity created a real chance for them

to engage with the People of the Book. This way of interaction produced a body of
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literature named “the tales of the prophet” which was written and depicted differently
by many Muslim authors in various centuries.

It was also argued that while early Muslim authors appear to bridge the narrative
gaps that exist with the Qur’anic allusive approach, they were selective in choosing
the details that fit and suited the Islamic morals. This explains why Muslim authors
were not identifying details barely because they exist but because they are significant.
On the other side, Muslim authors remain loyal to their moral system and disregard
any narratives that disagree with their theological beliefs.

This study has proved that while comparing early versions of the tales of the
prophets against the late version such as the one for |bn Kathr, it appears that the
early versions reflect to some extent the biblical figures mentioned in the Bible. For
example, they stress the human side of the prophets, they err and do mistakes. Yet,
those tales challenge their “moral character”. One of theological debates that arises as
a reaction to the prophets’ depiction in the early versions is the one of impeccability.
Theologians like al-Razi and al-Ghazali dwelled on the question of ‘isma and
negotiated its boundaries. Although there was a dispute among medieval scholars on
whether prophets are sinless by nature or if they are protected by God, there was a
consensus that Muslims are required to show respect and admire them. As a result,
later scholars refused many of the early narratives that depict prophets as both sinful
and wrongdoers. This appears clearly in Ibn Kathir's depiction to many of the biblical
personages.

The research has examined the motif of tahrif in action and questioned Muslims
views on the reliability of the Bible. It demonstrated that despite the Qur’anic

ambivalence towards the Hebrew scripture, Muslim authors never stop to utilise some
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parts of the Bible to equip the Qur’anic tales of the biblical figures. It is true to claim
that tahrif did not form a real challenge for early Muslims while consulting biblical
narratives. As Salah put it “It is important to point out that even while the Hebrew Bible
did not ultimately reach the status of Scripture, biblical lore was nevertheless enshrined
as part of the Islamic traditions.”882 Mainstream Muslims preserved a moderate view
of the reliability of the Bible. They viewed tahrif as a problem that occurs with the Arabic
translation of the Bible or at worst a misinterpretation in its meaning. Yet the maijority
viewed the texts of the Bible as sound. This way of conceptualizing the doctrine of
tahrif led many Muslim authors to continue consulting biblical lore in full confidence.

Unlike early historian like al-TabarT and al-Yaqubi, Ibn Taymiyya and his student
Ibn Kathir were not interested in the narrative style as such, rather they paid attention
to the authenticity of the narratives. Their call to rectify the Islamic heritage from any
foreign elements led them to exclude any unreliable narrative. Ibn Taymiyya advocated
for minimal use of biblical lore. He promoted the usage of biblical lore to polish the
story but not as a piece of evidence. Ibn Taymiyya also denied the epistemological
value of biblical materials as he argued that they carry no value to religion.

Ibn Taymiyya theorised the category of isra’niyyat for the first time in his
Muqaddima. He refers to the unqualified Qur’anic commentaries that trace back to the
“People of the Book™. His exclusion of ahadith isra’iliyya was based on two criteria;
The first is that he doubts its epistemological value and the second is that isra Tiyyat
material does not come from an infallible source. He argues that isra’iliyyat material
offers a type of knowledge that exceeds the Qur’anic boundaries. This independence

troubled Ibn Taymiyya who rejected any knowledge that stands outside the defined
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boundaries of the Islamic scripture. He admitted that ahadith isra’iliyya cannot be
judged as one category. Instead, he placed the Qur’an as the final arbitrator and went
on to evaluate them based on the type of knowledge it offers. If its content agrees with
the Qur’an, then it is accepted and if its content contradicts the Qur'an then it is
rejected. At this point, Ibn Taymiyya left the impression that he is not against all usage
of isra’iliyyat narratives but rather he wanted to minimize its usage to include only those
that agree with the Qur’an. It is interesting to see how Ibn Taymiyya narrowed down
what he includes as a reliable tradition to that which according to him comes from the
salaf.

Ibn Kathir placed significant emphasis on the science of hadith, considering it
as the only legitimate and interpretive tool to understand God’s revelation. When
approaching the isra’iliyyat category, Ibn Kathir sought to apply the same
methodological approach. Contrary to Ibn Taymiyya's assertion that their use should
be limited, |bn Kathir recognized the challenge of establishing the authenticity of
biblical narratives. Consequently, he adopted a method of evaluating isra iliyyat based
on their content, scrutinizing whether they aligned with the Qur’an and sound hadith.
If found to be in agreement, he accepted them, but if found to be in conflict, he rejected
them.

Ibn Kathir skilfully employed biblical narratives to a substantial extent within his
tafsir and history. Given the abundance of inherited traditions, it was not feasible for
Ibn Kathir to completely disregard them. Instead, he engaged in a critical examination
of numerous narratives, endeavouring to reconcile his sources. His utilization of biblical

narratives extended beyond mere embellishment of Qur’anic stories. Rather, he
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evaluated these narratives diligently, ultimately accepting many of them after
meticulous scrutiny.

This research has attempted to lift some of the tension that has accompanied
the term isra’iliyyat by disconnecting the term from its false association with biblical
lore. While the term israliyyat in contemporary Arabic scholarship usually appears in
conjunction of unreliable materials that proved to come from biblical lore, it does not
necessarily refer to the early use of the biblical narratives in Islamic literature. Early
Muslims never used the term israiliyyat or made any methodological judgment against
narratives coming from the People of the Book. Unlike the claim that early Muslims
were not encouraged to consult the People of the Book, early sources have viewed
this considerable exchange of ideas between Muslims and the People of the Book as
a natural phenomenon that was not foreign to the Muslim society. Perhaps one
possible way to make use of this Islamic interaction with Judaism and Christianity is to
refrain from passing judgement on the intention of each religious group and move
further to examine how such fertile contact can contribute to each tradition. For
example, to demonstrate how biblical narratives embodied within Islamic tradition
contribute to various genres such as tafsir, the tales of the prophets and universal
history. How it brings more challenges or even more questions to those Muslim authors
who were keen to re-depict the biblical prophets.

While this research has attempted to shed a light on the Muslim engagement
of the biblical lore during the early and medieval periods, it does not cover the
modern era when the rejection of isra lliyyat material becomes obvious in the eyes of
Muslim reformers such as ‘Abdo and Rashid Reda. The term has gained a political

designation as it associates with the Israeli- Palestine conflict and Zionist movement.
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This perhaps can be a further project on how Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathir paved the
road for the total rejection of isra iliyyat during the twentieth century and how the term
has been used differently in modern times to refer in these to more political, rather

than methodological debates.
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