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CMCS Hikmah Study Guides 'Hikmah' is an Arabic word for wisdom. CMCS 

Hikmah Study Guides are an accessible way for the reader to develop an 

understanding of complex and potentially controversial topics which 

Muslims and Christian encounter together. Each guide is written with 

input from both Christian and Muslim scholars and is intended to be non-

partisan whilst not ignoring difficult or controversial issues and histories. 

The guides can be read by both specialists and non-specialists in the field 

and reading is suggested for those who want to study further. They can 

also be used as guides for small group discussions and the questions for 

reflection at the end are designed to help us all think more deeply about 

these important themes. 
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Introduction 
The Bible is one of the most printed, published and translated books in 

history, perhaps at the top of any such lists.  It is also one of the books 

most studied, critiqued and criticized. As the scripture of Christians, it has 

been read, revered and followed for 2000 years and has even shaped 

cultures. The Hebrew Bible (which Christians call the “Old Testament”) is 

Jewish as well as Christian scripture. Muslims relate to both Biblical 

testaments through shared prophets and traditions, albeit with those 

people or concepts often being understood differently, despite sharing 

the same names. 

The Bible is often a point of disagreement.  This is not only because there 

are differences in content between the Qur’an and the Bible:  they are 

also different in their literary forms.  Differences in form reflect different 

concepts of scripture; that is, there are differences in Biblical and Qur’anic 

understanding of how God communicates with human beings, and how 

that communication relates to scripture. This guide looks at the nature of 

the Bible, its perceived authority, and its interpretation.  It does not look 

at the nature of the Qur’an, its perceived authority and its interpretation 

(see forthcoming Hikmah Guide on Christians, Muslims & the Qur’an); but 

the Muslim views of the Bible which it has explored arise out of the fact 

that Muslims have different views of the nature, authority and 

interpretation of the Qur’an than Christians have of the Bible. 

It is important that Christians, Muslims and others interested in Christian-

Muslim relations understand the different perspectives and ideas that 

Christians and Muslims bring to thinking about the Bible.  This Hikmah 

Guide explores these perspectives and tries to help people of both faiths 

to see where they might have points of agreement, where they may differ 

most, and, equally importantly, where they might be talking past one 

other without even realizing it. 

 



2 
 

 

Christians and the Bible 
Blessed Lord, who hast caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our 

learning: Grant that we may in such wise hear them, read, mark, learn, 

and inwardly digest them, that by patience and comfort of thy holy 

Word, we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of 

everlasting life, which thou hast given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ. 

Amen.1 

This prayer is from the Book of Common Prayer, which has been one of 

the greatest influences on the thinking of the English-speaking world. It 

concisely expresses a Christian understanding of the Bible.  It is twice 

called “holy”:  that is, it is unique and pure and of God.  It is “Scripture” 

and “God’s Word”: through it, God is speaking to humankind.  However, 

God has caused it to be written by human authors. The human 

responsibility is not only to read and obey it, but also to study, to take 

heed, and to make it part of one’s inner being.   This is part of the path to 

salvation and to eternal life; and it is God alone who can help people to 

tread that path.  

For Christians of all kinds, the Bible is an important source of faith and of 

authority.  Exactly what that means in both theory and practice has varied 

through history, and there are many different views in today’s world.  In 

order to understand the range of views, we need first to recognize that 

the object of faith and the source of authority for Christians is not the 

Bible but God revealed in Jesus Christ.  The Bible is an important source 

because it tells us about God and about Jesus, and it is an important 

authority because it records the words of God and of Jesus.  More than 

 
1 This ‘collect’ (or prayer) was in Thomas Cranmer’s 1549 prayer book for the 

second Sunday in Advent, the month preceding Christmas.  Because of this collect 
the second Sunday in Advent later became celebrated as ‘Bible Sunday’. The Book 
of Common Prayer has been used in Anglican and other Episcopalian churches 
since 1662, whether in the original or in revised or translated forms. 

https://www.churchofengland.org/prayer-and-worship/worship-texts-and-resources/book-common-prayer
https://www.churchofengland.org/prayer-and-worship/worship-texts-and-resources/book-common-prayer
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that, Christians believe that the books of the Bible were produced through 

the inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit.  In short, Christian views of 

the Bible depend closely on Christian views of God as Trinity. 

The nature of the Bible 
The Bible is not one book, but a collection of many books.  The books 

come from different periods in history and have different human authors.  

Over the centuries, these books became recognized as sacred texts by 

Jews and then by Christians.   Today, there is full agreement amongst 

Christians world-wide on the scriptural status of the 66 canonical 

(accepted) books of the Bible.  However, Roman Catholic Bibles are likely 

to include a further 7 books, known as “deuterocanonical” (secondary 

canon), which are not considered to have full scriptural status, but are 

recommended for edifying reading.  The Orthodox churches call these 

books the “longer canon”, and the various Orthodox churches add still 

more Jewish writings2. 

Further, the Bible falls into two major parts, known as the Old and New 

Testaments, the latter being originally in Greek and the former originally 

mostly in Hebrew3.  The word “testament” here refers to God’s covenants, 

first with the Jewish people and then with people of all nations through 

Jesus Christ.  Thus, the Old Testament contains the books recognized as 

Scripture by Jewish people before the time of Jesus, and the New 

Testament contains the writings of the apostles who were the early 

followers of Jesus.  The Tanakh, that is, the Jewish collection of Scriptures, 

contains the same books as the Old Testament, but in a different order.  It 

 
2  See John Barton, What is the Bible? SPCK, 3rd ed, 2009, Ch.2, and Stephen Binz, 

Introduction to the Bible:  a Catholic Guide to Studying Scripture, Liturgical Press, 
2007, Ch.10. 
3 There are also sections in Aramaic in the books of Ezra and Daniel.  The 

deuterocanonical books are mainly known from the Septuagint, the ancient Greek 
translation of the Jewish scriptures, although Hebrew and Aramaic originals have 
been discovered in recent years. 
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is divided into the Torah (or “Law”, the first 5 books of the Old 

Testament), the Prophets4 and the Writings (including the Psalms).5 

What we notice here is that the books of the Bible are recognized as 

having been produced by human beings, and also as having gone through 

a human process in becoming recognized as scripture.   Their human 

production is further emphasized by the way in which Christians carefully 

collect and compare ancient manuscripts, always seeking to find the 

oldest and most authentic version.  Today’s Bibles often include notes 

which indicate some of the most significant variations in these different 

ancient texts:  the variations are carefully preserved, and scholars discuss 

how they may have originated in scribal errors or marginal explanations.  

In short, Christian scholars study the Bible as they would study any other 

ancient text, taking into account all its human context and history.    

At the same time, Christians also study the Bible as they study no other 

text:  they study it as a God-given collection of documents.  This is an 

important key to understanding Christian views of the Bible:  the Bible is 

seen as BOTH written by human begins AND given by God.    These two 

aspects of the Bible are not contradictory but complementary.  In 

Christian understanding, the way that God gave these books to humanity 

was both through human beings and by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit 

Two New Testament passages are commonly used to describe the divine 

dimension of the production of the biblical documents: 

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may 

be thoroughly equipped for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:16-17). 

 
4 The books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the 

Twelve Minor Prophets. 
5 For an overview of the contents of the Bible, see John Goldingay, A Reader’s 

Guide to the Bible, IVP, 2017. 
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For prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but prophets, 

though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy 

Spirit.   (2 Peter 1:21)6  

The human authors were “carried along”, or inspired, by the Holy Spirit.  

In both Hebrew and Greek, the word for “spirit” also means “breath”; so, 

the Scriptures can be understood as “breathed out” by God Himself.  The 

same Spirit, it is believed, guided and inspired the whole process of 

recognition and collection of the books.   That is why the whole Bible is 

seen as essential for the development of faith; why Christian liturgy 

proclaims the Bible as “the Word of God”; and why, in private as well as 

public devotional practice, Christians expect God to speak directly to them 

as they read the Bible. 

The authority of the Bible 
For Christians, the primary revelation of God is the person of Jesus Christ.  

It is the action of the Holy Spirit which produces the authoritative writings, 

but it is the authority of Jesus Christ Himself that establishes the authority 

of the Bible.    

The authority of the Old Testament writings is established for Christians 

by the way Jesus uses them.  Jesus often quoted the Old Testament in His 

teaching, although He also often challenged the ways in which the people 

of His time were interpreting it and teaching it.7   His use and affirmation 

of the Torah is prominent (e.g. Matthew 4:4-10; 5:17-18; 15:1-6), but He 

also cited the Prophets (e.g. Matthew 5:17; 9:13; Luke 4:17-21) and the 

Psalms (e.g. Matthew 21:42; 22:41-45; 27:46); that is, He affirmed all 

three sections of the Hebrew Bible, and this becomes explicit in Luke 

24:44. 

The authority of the New Testament writings is based on Jesus’ 

commission to their authors.  Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit to 

guide His chosen apostles into truth, and He commissioned them to teach 

 
6 Translation from New International Version 2011. 
7 For full analysis, see John Wenham, Christ and the Bible, Wipf and Stock,  2009.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+4%3A4-10&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+5%3A17-18&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+15%3A1-6&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+5%3A17&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+9%3A13&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+4%3A17-21&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+21%3A42&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+22%3A41-45&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+27%3A46&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+24%3A44&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+24%3A44&version=NIV
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people of all nations about Him.  Apostolic origin was the criterion by 

which the church recognized the various New Testament writings.  

Indeed, the gospels were written down after accounts of Jesus’ life and 

teachings had been communicated orally for several years. This was 

because at first people preferred to hear directly from the apostles who 

had personally known Jesus.8  An important concept here is that of 

“witness”. As in today’s law courts, truth was established on the 

testimony of those who had actually witnessed events, and more than one 

witness was needed.  That is one of the reasons why we have four 

different gospels recounting Jesus’ life and ministry. 

The apostle Paul, the author of the earliest New Testament writings, did 

not become a follower of Jesus until after Jesus’ death, resurrection and 

ascension. It is evident from Paul’s writings that there was controversy 

about his apostleship, so his dramatic conversion and commission from 

Jesus in a supernatural encounter is told multiple times (Acts 9:1-31; 22:3-

21; 26:4-23; Galatians 1:11-24)9.    

We have said that the primary authority for Christians is God revealed in 

Jesus Christ.  Anything that God says and does, and, therefore, anything 

that Jesus says and does, has binding authority.  The question is, then, 

“How do we understand what God is saying?”   Traditionally, Christians 

have answered that the secondary sources of authority, that is, the ways 

in which we can hear God, include Tradition and Reason as well as 

Scripture10.   It is logical that, if the Holy Spirit guided the early believers in 

their recognition of Scripture, that same Holy Spirit should also have been 

guiding believers through the ages, whether through group agreement or 

through individual reasoning. 

 
8 For a study of the role of eye-witnesses to Jesus in the development of the 

gospels, see Bauckham, Jesus and the Eye-Witnesses. 
9 For an accessible discussion of how Paul’s writings relate to the rest of the New 

Testament, see David Wenham, Did St Paul Get Jesus Right?      
10 There are parallels here with the roles of ijma’ and qiyas in Muslim 

interpretation of the Qur’an and the Hadith. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+9%3A1-31&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+22%3A3-21&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+22%3A3-21&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+26%3A4-23&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians+1%3A11-24&version=NIV
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Tradition means the teachings of the Church, those teachings accepted by 

the body of believers in Jesus Christ.  Of course, different Christian 

denominations respect different traditions.11 Some see their leadership as 

succeeding to the authority of the apostles, part of what is described as an 

“apostolic succession”12.  Others are more likely to emphasize the joint 

discernment of local congregations.  However, since the early centuries of 

Christianity, there has been general agreement on which books constitute 

the Bible and on the statements of faith known as “creeds”.  

Reason has to do with the role of the human mind in observing not only 

Scripture and Tradition but also the world and the people in it.  Christians 

believe that human beings are made “in the image of God” (cf. Genesis 

1:27), which implies that we have responsibility to think about all these 

things.  Hence, all the intellectual tools of science and philosophy can be 

put to the service of God. 

A major reason for variation on Christian views of the Bible is varying 

priorities given to these sources.  For example, Roman Catholics and 

Orthodox Christians tend to prioritize Tradition, so that the Church 

authorities have the primacy in interpreting Scripture.  The training of 

Roman Catholic priests also puts strong emphasis on reason, philosophy 

being taught as a tool for studying theology. A mark of the 16th century 

Reformation which resulted in Protestantism was its challenge to the 

priority of Tradition, and insistence that Scripture be put first.  Every 

believer, the Reformers said, should have access to the Bible and its 

teaching is so clear that the Holy Spirit will guide each individual as they 

read.  Today, there are people in every denomination who put Reason 

first, and that causes many arguments about how Tradition and Scripture 

should be interpreted.    

 
11 See Hikmah Guide on Christians, Muslims and Sectarianism. 
12 Authority is seen as being passed down from bishop to bishop; and it is bishops 

who then ordain the priests. 

https://www.cmcsoxford.org.uk/hikmah-blog/christians-muslims-sectarianism
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Questions of interpretation 
There is a huge range of Christian approaches to reading the Bible, and 

therefore to its interpretation. We might argue that the greatest impact 

on the lives of Christian people is through the particular type of 

interpretation that we call “translation”.   The process of translation 

involves a measure of interpretation as translators work to accurately 

represent the meanings of ancient Hebrew and Greek texts in the mother-

tongues of every reader.   From the earliest times, Christians have 

believed that God wants to speak to them directly, without their having to 

learn a new language.  The New Testament documents are themselves 

written in “koine” Greek, that is, the popular language used throughout 

the eastern Mediterranean area in the 1st century BCE.13 .  Some churches 

use very ancient Bible translations, which may not be in the language of 

today’s believers.  For example, there are Middle Eastern churches which 

use the 3rd century Syriac Peshitta, and some Roman Catholic churches 

still use Latin in their public worship.   However, the Bible is usually read in 

a more contemporary translation for both personal and communal 

worship.  It is regularly read aloud in churches, and parts of it are sung.  

Many individuals read a daily passage as part of their personal prayers, 

and there are many publications which guide people in such daily reading.    

At a scholarly level, biblical studies may be done from a “critical academic” 

perspective or from a “faith-based” perspective, although these two 

approaches need not be mutually exclusive.  A critical perspective uses 

historical, literary and linguistic tools to examine the human dimensions of 

the texts.  It may elucidate the meaning of a text for its first readers, and 

study how believers have understood and applied it down the centuries.   

A faith-based perspective may also use such tools, but it is done on the 

basis of a belief that the Bible is the Word of God, and usually with the 

 
13 It is commonly thought that Jesus spoke Aramaic, but the picture is more 

complicated, as he likely spoke Aramaic, Hebrew and Greek. See e.g. Randall 
Buth, “Language Use in the First Century: spoken Hebrew in a trilingual society in 
the time of Jesus,” Journal of Translation and Textlinguistics 5 (1992), 298-312. 
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aim of faithful living, teaching and preaching.   It is therefore concerned 

not only with what the texts meant to their readers and authors, but also 

with how they should be applied in today’s contexts. 

It is here that questions of interpretation become acute, and that the 

various uses of Tradition and Reason in relation to Scripture may lead to 

deep disagreement.  For example, here are 3 different Christian ways of 

thinking about the Bible’s teaching on gender roles:14  

● Although men and women are equally created in God’s image 

(Genesis 1:26-27), the Bible clearly describes men as having 

authority over women (e.g. 1 Timothy 2:12), which means that 

men should have authority over women today.   This reading 

accepts the authority of the Bible, interprets the Bible as it has 

traditionally been read, and sees the normative practices of 

biblical times as part of that authority. 

● The Bible teaches that men had authority then, but that does not 

mean that we should follow the same pattern now.  This reading 

sees the Biblical writings as tied to their ancient cultures and 

permits human reasoning in the present context to discern 

between things in it which are eternal and cannot change, and 

things in it which are cultural and can therefore be adapted. 

● The Bible was written in patriarchal times, but, if we read it 

carefully, we find that it gives a lot more space and authority to 

women than has traditionally been supposed.  We need to live 

according to the principles underlying its rules (such as the 

essential idea that all are made in the image of God and Jesus’ 

radically affirming treatment of women e.g. Luke 10:42) rather 

than by the rules given in particular situations (such as Paul’s 

ruling on women speaking in church 1 Corinthians 14:33-35).  This 

reading accepts the authority of the Bible, but takes a fresh view 

 
14 See Barton, What is the Bible?, Ch.8 for these and other approaches. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+1%3A26-27&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Timothy+2%3A12&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+10%3A38-42&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+14%3A33-35&version=NIV


10 
 

of its interaction with human history, and rejects many traditional 

readings. 

Differing emphases on scripture, tradition and reason characterize the 

above ways of thinking. 

The Bible in life and worship 
We began with a “collect”, a prayer that is part of a worship liturgy.  The 

Bible is prominent in nearly all Christian worship.  In some churches, 

people bring their own Bibles with them; in others, the church provides 

every worshipper with a Bible.  A huge Bible may be placed on an ornate 

stand at the front of the church; or a Bible may be ceremoniously carried 

in as the worshippers stand at the beginning of a service.  It may be held 

aloft as it is brought forward to be read aloud; it may be kissed by the 

priest before and after reading; or stories from it may be dramatized by 

members of the congregation. 

The words of the Bible are also prominent, in prayer and song as well as in 

reading and preaching.  Many churches and individuals use the Psalms, 

which are a collection of prayers in the Bible.  The longest Psalm is itself a 

celebration of God’s Word and God’s Law, one of its most famous verses 

being, “Your Word is a lamp to my feet and a light on my path” (Psalm 

119:105).     

In these and many other ways, corporately and individually, Christians 

celebrate the Bible as a wonderful gift from God.  They read it, they 

memorize it, they put its words to music, they write its verses on cards 

and posters, and, throughout the centuries, it has formed the basis for art 

and literature as well as for faith, morality and social action.   That is why 

critical questions and questions of interpretation are so important to 

Christians, and why the complexity of views summarized above has arisen. 

 

  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+119%3A105&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+119%3A105&version=NIV
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Muslims and the Bible 
It is very difficult to capture a single Muslim view of the Bible. This is not 

only because of the individual variations of the many Muslims who discuss 

it, but because there are two different understandings of the previous 

scriptures of Jews and Christians, understandings which have co-existed in 

Muslim thought down the centuries. One idea of the previous scriptures is 

that they are the texts originally given by God as original revelation to 

previous prophets, for example the Torah given to Moses or Gospel 

(singular) given to Jesus. These are referred to regularly in the Qur’an 

along with the Psalms of David. The second concept of previous scripture 

is that they are the extant texts used by Jews and Christians through 

history up to the present day. For the majority of Muslims, these may well 

be textually corrupted or at the very least misunderstood and 

misinterpreted. Grasping and analyzing these two concepts - an original, 

pure scripture, and the extant, possibly corrupt, texts - goes a long way 

towards understanding Muslim views of the Bible. 

Islamic Scripture and the Bible 
The Qur’an, emerging in the seventh century CE, contains many different 

types of allusion to the Bible.  There is one almost exact quotation. Sura 

21:105 reads, “My righteous servants shall inherit the Earth”, closely 

resembling Psalm 37: 9, 11, 29. There are also several more approximate 

parallels to specific verses.15 However, in general the Qur’an does not 

reproduce Biblical text precisely, and it is sometimes thought that many of 

its Biblical echoes reflect a context of oral interaction with Jews and 

Christians. 

Resemblance to Biblical passages is one type of Qur’anic connection with 

the Bible. Another is the occurrence of many figures in the Qur’an who are 

also found in the Bible. These include Adam, Abraham, Noah, Moses, 

David, Solomon and Jesus. A third type of connection is explicit 

 
15 See Sidney Griffith, “The Bible in the Qur’ān” in David Thomas (ed.), Routledge 

Handbook on Christian-Muslim Relations (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 42-48. 

https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=21&verse=105
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=21&verse=105
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+37&version=NIV
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statements made about the scriptures of Jews and Christians. It can 

surprise those unfamiliar with the Qur’an that the positive verses about 

the previous scriptures far outnumber the negative.  

There are three main terms in the Qur’an for the previous scriptures. The 

term Tawrāt occurs eighteen times in the Qur’an and seems to be derived 

from the Hebrew Torah. It describes a scripture given to Moses (Q25:35), 

which was “sent down” from God (Q5:44). Secondly, Zabūr, commonly 

taken to refer to the Psalms, is a term denoting a scripture revealed to 

David, and occurs three times in the Qur’an.16 Thirdly, the term Injīl 

(Gospel) occurs twelve times in the Qur’an, nine times in conjunction with 

the Tawrāt.17 The word most probably derives from the Greek 

“euangélion”, meaning gospel or good news,  perhaps through the 

Ethiopian wangēl.18  This Gospel is sent down by God to Jesus; for 

example, Q5:46 and Q57:27 state that, “We gave him the Injīl.” The 

Qur’an also assumes that a text which it calls the Injīl was available to the 

Christians contemporary to Muhammad. This text is seen as a reliable 

source for their judgments (Q5:47). Whether, and to what extent, such an 

apparent affirmation refers to what Christians understand to be the four 

New Testament gospels is an important question, to which Muslim 

answers have varied.19 

Negative verses about the Bible all occur in Suras 2-7, traditionally 

understood as arising during Muhammad’s time in Medina (622-32CE). 

Q2:75, 4:46, 5:13 and 5:41 all feature terms related to the word taḥrīf, 

meaning alteration, the most common term in subsequent Muslim 

 
16 Q 4:163; 17:55; 21:105. For discussion of the term see Jeffery, Foreign 

Vocabulary, 148--49. 
17 The Tawrāt and Injīl are mentioned together in Q3:3, 48, 65; 5:46, 47, 66, 68, 

110; 7:157; 9:111; 48:29; 57:27. The term Injil occurs alone in Q5:46, 47, and 
57:27.  
18 Jeffery, Foreign Vocabulary, 71--72.  
19 See Martin Whittingham, What is the ‘Gospel’ mentioned in the Qur’an?  

https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=25&verse=35
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=5&verse=44
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=5&verse=46
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=57&verse=27
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=5&verse=47
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=2&verse=75
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=4&verse=46
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=5&verse=13
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=5&verse=41
https://www.cmcsoxford.org.uk/s/Research-Briefing-Spring-2016.pdf
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discussions about corruption of the Bible.20 Q4:46 and 5:13 feature the 

identical phrase “they alter the words from their places” (yuḥarrifūna al-

kalim ‘an mawāḍihi). This alteration has usually been interpreted in one of 

two ways. It can be seen as alteration of the actual text (taḥrīf lafzī), by 

changing or omitting words. Or it can be seen as corrupted interpretation 

(taḥrīf ma‘nawī) by Christians or Jews, causing them to form mistaken 

beliefs. 

A further type of Qur’anic connection to the Bible is that the Qur’an 

assumes that the Bible, in its original form, predicts the coming of 

Muhammad. In Q61:6 Jesus states, “Sons of Israel! Surely I am the 

messenger of God to you, confirming what was before me of the Torah, 

and bringing good news of a messenger who will come after me, whose 

name will be Aḥmad.”21 This verse captures well the Qur’anic idea of 

continuity of scriptures, in which the basic message is the same, brought 

by different messengers. This is why the Qur’an, and Muslims more 

generally, can affirm that God sent down authoritative scriptures 

previously to Jews and Christians. If God sent it, two conclusions follow: it 

must be reliable; and it must agree in its fundamentals with the message 

of Islam. Another important verse in this regard is Q7:157, which refers to 

Muhammad the messenger, “whom they find written in their Torah and 

Gospel.” 

Turning to the Hadith literature (traditions reported about what 

Muhammad said, did, and condoned, along with a smaller number of 

reports about his Companions), there are very few of these reports which 

mention textual corruption. More commonly the previous scriptures are 

 
20 The word taḥrīf itself does not occur in the Qur’an, but cognates of it do. 
21 Qur’anic translation from A.J. Droge, The Qur’ān: A New Annotated Translation 

(Sheffield: Equinox,corrected reprint, 2017). 

https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=4&verse=46
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=5&verse=13
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=61&verse=6
https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=7&verse=157
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appealed to as a source of confirmation of a particular idea. This is true 

both of Sunni and Shia hadith.22  

The nature of the Bible 
As stated above, in Qur’anic thought, the original texts of the previous 

scriptures were sent down by God to messengers with no human 

involvement. But the extant texts, at least where they differ from the 

Qur’anic message, must be a human product with human authors. This 

highlights the view, commonly expressed by Muslim authors, that 

scripture must be EITHER divinely sent OR merely a human product 

lacking authority. The Christian idea, mentioned above, that a scripture 

can be divinely inspired and at the same time be expressed using the style 

or personality of the human author is almost universally denied by 

Muslims. This parallels Muslim attitudes concerning Jesus. Whilst he is 

highly respected as a prophet, the Christian idea of his divinity is rejected, 

partly on the grounds that he could not be both divine and human at the 

same time (see the Hikmah Guide on Jesus).23 

Some Muslim authors see the gospels in particular as similar to hadith – 

reports about a prophet, containing important truths but expressed in 

wording which is not sent down by God. And since the Qur’an shapes 

Muslim expectations of what scripture looks like, some Biblical genres can 

seem quite unlike what scripture “should” be. The letters written by the 

Apostle Paul and other are an obvious example.  

The authority of the Bible 
Given the different perspectives expressed already, it is not surprising that 

Muslim views of the status of the texts vary. A common view is that they 

are textually corrupted; that is, the texts we have today have been 

 
22 Searching for the terms Tawrāt, Zabūr or Injīl, and also Torah, Psalms and 

Gospel, at www.sunnah.com, gives access to relevant Hadith reports in both 
English and Arabic. 
23 Ida Glaser, “Towards a Mutual Understanding of Christian and Islamic Concepts 
of Revelation,” Themelios 7.3 (April 1982): 16-22 

http://www.sunnah.com/
https://medievalchurch.org.uk/pdf/islamic-revelation_glaser.pdf
https://medievalchurch.org.uk/pdf/islamic-revelation_glaser.pdf
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changed from the original. Alternatively, they have been badly 

misunderstood, such that what is corrupted is the interpretation of the 

text. Less commonly still, corruption might be seen to be accidental, the 

result of the sincere efforts of scribes who have recorded the text 

wrongly, though in good faith. Some writers might hold that all three of 

these understandings apply to different parts of the Bible. 

A number of factors lead to a negative view of the authority of the Bible. A 

key consideration here is the question of reliable transmission. In Muslim 

thinking, reports conveying knowledge about God are assessed for how 

reliably transmitted they are.  The highest category, “recurrently 

transmitted” (mutawātir), applies according to Muslim scholars at most to 

only a few hadith. It also applies to the text of the Qur’an as a whole. 

Mutawātir transmission denotes a report which is independently 

transmitted by several different people at every stage of transmission, 

including the earliest, so this corroboration guarantees reliability (the 

Qur’an being a whole series of mutawātir reports). A standard criticism of 

the Bible amongst Muslim writers is that it is not mutawātir.24  

The Apostle Paul is another problem for Muslims reading the Bible. He is 

often seen as a deceiver who corrupted Jesus’ pure teaching. This 

obviously makes his epistles suspect, to say the least. The idea of Paul as 

deceiver goes back to a very early stage of Islamic history, and may have 

roots in Jewish views of Paul.25 

Sometimes it is stated that to read the Bible it is necessary first to be 

highly knowledgeable in the study of Islam.  This view is found, for 

example, in the famous North African writer Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406/808AH), 

 
24 For more on this see Martin Whittingham, “How Could so many Christians be 

Wrong? The Role of Tawātur (Recurrent Transmission of Reports) in 
Understanding Muslim Views of the Crucifixion”, Islam and Christian-Muslim 
Relations 19:2 (2008), pp. 167-178. 
25 See for example the discussion of Toledot Yeshu (‘The Life of Jesus’) in Martin 

Whittingham, A History of Muslim Views of the Bible: the First Four Centuries 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2021), 144-49. 
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although he uses the Bible regularly in his own work. It is also found in 

some Muslim online answers to those asking if reading the Bible is 

permissible for a Muslim.26 However, this is not the only approach. For 

example, there is an increasing participation in study groups where 

Christians and Muslims look at the Bible and Qur’an alongside one 

another. 

Sometimes Muslims will read the Bible in search of understanding 

between faiths and peoples. There are also those who read and study the 

Bible because they believe it can be used to support Islamic claims.  (Of 

course, the two are not mutually exclusive). For example, in hadiths, there 

are appeals to the original version of scripture in general terms (“as it says 

in the Tawrāt…”). In addition, specific texts are used to support a Muslim 

belief, such as the prophethood of Muhammad. Biblical texts commonly 

cited as predicting Muhammad’s prophethood include the passages about 

the Paraclete in John’s gospel and the prophecy in Deuteronomy about a 

prophet yet to come, amongst many others.27 

Muslim views of Jesus are normally shaped by Islamic sources. However, a 

few writers draw on the New Testament gospels to shape the account.28 

In addition, parts of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) have 

regularly gained a measure of acceptance.29 There even exist a few Biblical 

 
26 On Ibn Khaldūn see Martin Whittingham, ‘Ibn Khaldūn’, in D. Thomas and A. 

Mallett (eds.), Christian-Muslim Relations: a Bibliographical History, Vol. 5 (1350-
1500) (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 300-308. For a contemporary online response see 
https://aboutislam.net/counseling/ask-the-scholar/ideologies-movements-
religions/is-a-muslim-allowed-to-read-the-bible/ from Sheikh Ahmad Kutty. 
27 See John 14: 16, 26, 15:26 and 16:7; Deuteronomy 18:15, 18. 
28 A modern and unusual example is ‘Abbās Maḥmūd al-‘Aqqād, The Genius of 

Christ (‘Abqariyyat al-Masīḥ), tr. Peter Ford (Binghamton, NY.: Global 
Publications, 2001), whose life of Jesus is based largely, though not exclusively, on 
the New Testament gospels. The Arabic original was first published in 1953. 
29 See Jamal Malik, “Islam and the Sermon on the Mount” in Islam and Christian-

Muslim Relations 24 (2013), 43-56. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+5-7&version=NIV
https://aboutislam.net/counseling/ask-the-scholar/ideologies-movements-religions/is-a-muslim-allowed-to-read-the-bible/
https://aboutislam.net/counseling/ask-the-scholar/ideologies-movements-religions/is-a-muslim-allowed-to-read-the-bible/
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commentaries by Muslims. The most recent of this uncommon genre 

focuses on the Letter to the Galatians.30 

For some Muslims, thinking about the Bible includes, or even focusses on, 

the so-called Gospel of Barnabas. This work, known only in Italian and 

Spanish manuscripts, is a late medieval text, rather than dating from the 

rise of Christianity, but is seen by some Muslims as a more authentic 

gospel than those in the New Testament, since it supports some Muslim 

teachings. This prominence is largely owing to its translation into English 

in 1907 and its almost immediate subsequent translation into Arabic.31 

Questions of interpretation 
Sometimes Muslim writers, especially Qur’anic commentators, draw on 

Biblical texts for background information about a Qur’anic passage. One of 

the most striking examples of this involves David apparently being 

criticized for a sin (Sura Ṣād 38:21-25). Since the Qur’an does not mention 

what David’s transgression was, commentators gave accounts of his 

arranging the death of Uriah and subsequently marrying Uriah’s wife 

Bathsheba. However, commentators do not usually attribute adultery to 

David, his guilt (if such there be) being only for arranging Uriah’s death. 

They present David’s union with Bathsheba as occurring only after he had 

married her following Uriah’s death, so that no adultery occurred.32  

Muslims also sometimes reverse the process of using the Bible to 

interpret the Qur’an and use the Qur’an and core beliefs of Islam to 

interpret the Bible. At its most obvious, this can involve re-interpreting 

statements about Jesus which Christians take to indicate his divinity. 

 
30 Shabbir Akhtar, The New Testament in Muslim Eyes: Paul’s letter to the 

Galatians (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018). 
31 For resources on the Gospel of Barnabas see 

https://www.cmcsoxford.org.uk/resources/starter-bibliographies/the-gospel-of-
barnabas  
32 Compare the Biblical account in 2 Samuel 11-12. 

https://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=38&verse=21
https://www.cmcsoxford.org.uk/resources/starter-bibliographies/the-gospel-of-barnabas
https://www.cmcsoxford.org.uk/resources/starter-bibliographies/the-gospel-of-barnabas
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Another example is interpreting statements about the paraclete in John’s 

Gospel, noted above, as references to Muhammad.  

Conclusion 
Christians and Muslims agree that God speaks, and that all human beings 

should heed what He says.  There is some agreement about what He has 

said to us; but this Hikmah guide has highlighted the fact that there is 

much disagreement about how He speaks.  On the one hand, that 

disagreement reflects different ideas about how human beings relate to 

God; on the other hand, it determines what we think of the scriptures 

through which He is believed to speak.    

This guide has explored the nature of the Bible, its perceived authority, 

and its interpretation.  It has not explored the nature of the Qur’an, but 

the Muslim views of the Bible which it has mentioned arise out of the fact 

that Muslims have different views about what constitutes scripture, its 

authority and interpretation.  To move from perennial polemics towards 

effective communication, both Muslims and Christians need as a start 

point to understand each other’s points of view. 

There is likely to be ongoing divergence between Christians and Muslims, 

but there is also great scope for fruitful discussion, and improved mutual 

comprehension. This is all the more likely because the Bible is now 

available online in a multitude of languages, including the original Hebrew, 

Greek and Aramaic as well as a multitude of Muslim-majority languages. 

As a result, the text is accessible to more people than ever before. This 

expansion of availability impacts not only Christians, but also Muslims, 

who are reading it either for polemical or apologetic purposes, or simply 

out of interest and a desire to understand. This means that questions and 

issues raised by the Bible will only grow as an aspect of Christian-Muslim 

discussions.  
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Questions 
Questions for Christians 

● What questions does this Hikmah Guide raise for you and for your 

church about the way in which you understand the Bible? 

● Who has the authority to interpret the Bible?  Anybody?  Any 

Christian reader? Church leaders or the ordained clergy? Trained 

theologians? 

● How do you understand and deal with different approaches to 

interpreting the Bible in different Christian traditions? 

● What do you think might be difficult or unfamiliar for Muslims as 

they read the Bible? 

● Have you ever asked a Muslim what they think about the Bible?  

What do you think that a Muslim you know might say? 

Questions for Muslims 
● Have you ever read any of the Bible? 

● How does it differ to the Qur’an in content, style and message? 

● Do you think it has been changed? By whom and when? Or do you 

think that Christians have misinterpreted it? 

● Have you ever asked a Christian what they think about the 

Qur’an?   

Questions for all 
● As you read this Hikmah guide, what surprised you? 

● The Bible has had an undeniable impact on societies and cultures 

in many parts of the world.  Has this been a force for good or bad? 

● Do you see the Qur’an and the Bible as essentially similar, 

teaching the same message, or are they different? 
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“These Hikmah Guides are an excellent resource, looking constructively at issues 

which sometimes appear to divide Christians and Muslims, and applying the same 

standards and criteria to each tradition”.  Prof Hugh Goddard (Professor Emeritus, 

University of Edinburgh). 

“Readers are expertly guided so that they can comprehend and then 

reflect on the sheer range of sectarian diversity within the modern 

world's two global religious superpowers”. Dr Shabbir Akhtar (Regent’s 

Park College, Oxford) 

“At last, accessible and readable guides to hot button issues in Christian-Muslim 

encounter, at once non-polemical and academically rigorous. The fruit of a 

sustained collaboration by Christian and Muslim academics. Highly 

recommended.  Dr Philip Lewis (Inter-faith Consultant to the Bishop of Leeds and 

former Lecturer at Bradford University) 

“Hikmah.  Wisdom.  We need to understand how the world works if we 

are to interact with it rightly.  This series lives up to its name and I thank 

God for it!” Dr Ida Glaser, Founding Director of CMCS 
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