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help to steer the ship of Muslim-Christian interactions.

Such scholarly work is important.  Muslims and Christians need 
to have respectful but honest discussions based on accurate un-
derstandings of each other. Academic work enables this in the 
way that a factory producing water pumps enables people in a 
village many miles away to have clean drinking water. The engi-
neer in the factory working on the detail of how the pump should 
work plays a crucial role in securing access to the water that 
is needed. This may be an exaggerated vision of what schol-
arship provides, but without accurate history, no-one can know 
anything reliable about the past, or the present.

SOME HIGHLIGHTS 

Dr Gordon Nickel probes the attitude to the Bible of the Qur’an 
itself and the earliest Qur’an commentary literature. His pres-
entation asks whether early Muslim writers wrote what modern 
observers expect, or whether they are capable of surprising us.

Dr Martin Accad sets out some of the variety of early Muslim 
responses to the Bible, and seeks to be both hopeful yet realistic 
about the task of finding positive elements amidst the criticisms 
of the past.

Dr Lejla Demiri explores the work of the first Muslim to write a 
commentary on both the Qur’an and the Bible, Najm al-Dīn al-
Ṭūfī [d. 716AH/ 1316]. Al- Ṭūfī tries to accommodate the Bible 
to Islamic teachings where he can, but rules out those elements 
which he simply cannot adapt to his own beliefs.

On a related theme CMCS director Dr Martin Whittingham re-
views Sidney Griffith’s The Bible in Arabic: the Scriptures of the 
‘People of the Book’ in the Language of Islam. This work ex-
plores the emergence of the Bible in Arabic, and discusses many 
issues of Muslim response. That response is not just a matter of 
history but is ongoing, and we hope that by looking back in time, 
this Briefing helps you think about your own situation today.  

DR MARTIN WHITTINGHAM, DIRECTOR
October 2014, Oxford

Sometimes in inter-faith relations the most obvious ques-
tions, like ‘what do you think of our scripture?’, are 

hard to ask, being seen as delicate or impolite. This sec-
ond CMCS Research Briefing summarises three presenta-
tions delivered at the December 2013 Symposium on Muslim 
Views of the Bible: Past and Present. The writers open up 
the history of how Muslims have grappled with this question.  

PAST AND PRESENT

There are probably few words which possess the power to bore 
some people so intensely as the word ‘history’.  Yet for others it is 
inspiring and energising. Certainly, in Muslim-Christian relations 
history plays an important role, and is vividly alive in the minds 
of those involved in present situations, whether they realise it or 
not. Our hope is that this Briefing opens up some paths for un-
derstanding Muslim responses to the Bible. Of course, Christian 
responses to the Qur’an are of equal interest, but these have 
been studied more widely. So the attempt in the Symposium was 
to shine a light on some lesser-known literature and ideas that 



Usually scholars give two descriptions of Muslim views of the Bible 
regarding taḥrīf: tampering with the meaning of the biblical text 

or tampering with the biblical text itself. The view found in the earliest 
Muslim commentaries, however, does not fit into either of these cate-
gories, yet it seldom features in scholarship on the subject.  The earli-
est Muslim commentaries on the Qur’an regard the previous scriptures 
as sources of authority and attestation while simultaneously showing 
uncertainty and suspicion toward the handling of those scriptures by 
Jews and Christians.

For the most part, the Torah and the Gospel are referred to as intact 
texts in the possession of Jews and Christians in seventh century Me-
dina. The most common accusation is that Jews and Christians—and 
mainly Jews—are concealing material in the previous scriptures that 
refers to the messenger of Islam. When an accusation of falsification of 
the text of the previous scriptures does appear, and this happens only 
rarely, the accusation is usually related to an act of erasing or chang-
ing an alleged reference to the messenger of Islam in the Torah in re-
sponse to his appearance in the seventh century.

MUQĀTIL AND THE PREVIOUS SCRIPTURES

A good way to research views of the Bible in Muslim Qur’an commen-
taries is to look at how they interpreted verses that are commonly as-
sociated with the Bible in Muslim polemic. Scholars of Muslim polemic 
highlight a series of about 25 verses, all but a few of them found in 
Suras 2 to 5.

The early commentaries of Muqātil ibn Sulaymān, al-Farrā’ and ‘Abd 
al-Razzāq on these verses yield a lot of relevant material.  The material 
described here is mainly from the eighth-century commentary on the 
Qur’an by Muqātil, largely because it is so abundant and so cohesive.   
According to the best academic scholarship, Muqātil who died in 767, 
wrote his commentary around the middle of the second Islamic cen-
tury.1

The most frequent action of tampering in the Qur’an is concealing, in-
dicated by the three Arabic verbs katama, akhfā and asarra. Perhaps 
for this reason, Muqātil tells more stories of concealing than about any 
other action.

The typical story in Muqātil’s interpretations is that the Jews conceal 
the description, or “matter,” of Muḥammad that is in the Torah (Q 2:42). 
For instance on, “Who does a greater wrong than he who conceals a 
testimony that has come to him from Allah?” (Q 2:140)  Muqātil wrote, 
“This is about how Allah made clear the matter of Muḥammad in the 
Torah and the Gospel. They concealed this testimony that is with 
them”.  The reason Muqātil gives for this is that “the Jews found the 
description of Muḥammad the prophet in the Torah before he was sent, 
and believed in him, assuming that he was from the descendents of 
Isaac. Then when Muḥammad was sent from among the Arabs, from 
the descendents of Ishmael, they disbelieved in him out of envy”.

The most frequent action of tampering 
in the Qur’an is concealing, indicated by 
the three Arabic verbs katama, akhfā 
and asarra.

It is interesting that al-Ṭabarī (d. 923), in his commentary a century and 
a half later, understands the concealment verses in much the same 
way. For al-Ṭabarī, the object of concealment in 10 out of the 11 verses 
is the description of Muḥammad.  Indeed, it is virtually the only ob-
ject of concealment in eight of his passages and 12 times he cites the 
Qur’anic phrase “they find him written with them in the Torah and the 
Gospel” (Q 7:157).2 

Those who are familiar with the tampering verses in the Qur’an, how-

INTERPRETING QUR’AN 
VERSES ON TAMPERING
DR GORDON NICKEL ANALYSES THE QUR’AN VERSES ON TAMPERING WITH THE BIBLICAL TEXT

Dr Gordon Nickel is a Christian scholar 
who researches the interplay between 

Islam and the Gospel, especially 
between the Qur’an and the New 

Testament. 

He teaches in the Department of 
Classical, Near Eastern and Religious 

Studies at the University of British 
Columbia.
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ever, may wonder about Muqātil’s interpretation of the four verses that 
contain the verb ḥarrafa, from which the technical term taḥrīf (corrup-
tion) comes; and perhaps also the verses containing baddala, the verb 
that gives us the verbal noun tabdīl (alteration). 

Muqātil understood none of these verses to indicate a change of 
scriptural text. For him the two baddala verses, Q 2:59 and 2:211, and 
the first ḥarrafa verse, 2:75, are about verbal alteration of God’s com-
mands by the Children of Israel in the distant past. 

The verb ḥarrafa at Q 4:46 and 5:13 indicates actions of disrespect or 
disbelief by the Jews of Medina toward the messenger of Islam.  And 
Muqātil interpreted the fourth ḥarrafa verse (Q5:41) using a story about 
concealing a verse in an intact Torah, as do the majority of classical 
Muslim commentators on the Qur’an. 

The straightforward impression from Muqātil’s exegesis of the 25 
“tampering verses” is that he pictured a variety of Jewish actions of 
resistance to the authority of Islam’s messenger on the basis of an 
intact Torah. Moreover, a wider reading of Muqātil’s interpretation of the 
Qur’an’s longest suras would seem to confirm this impression as well. 

SCHOLARLY ANALYSIS

It is essential in any scholarly analysis of primary material to carefully 
articulate both what is there and what is not. The view of the Bible in 
the earliest Muslim commentaries on the Qur’an is not about beliefs at 
variance with Muslim teaching, such as the deity of Jesus, or the death 
of Jesus, or the biblical concept of God. Rather, it is mainly about the 
attestation of the messenger of Islam in the previous scriptures. Virtu-
ally all of the accusations are about concealing alleged references to 
the messenger of Islam in intact scriptures, or about Jewish denial of 
the messenger’s claim to authority.  

It is essential in any scholarly analysis of 
primary material to carefully articulate 
both what is there and what is not. 

The accusation of falsification, when it appears, is about a falsification 
at the time of Islam’s messenger and in response to the presence of 
the messenger. There is also no mention of a general corruption of all 
copies of the Torah throughout the world in the seventh century, but 
rather only the copy or copies in the hands of the Jews of Medina who 
encounter Islam’s messenger. 

As a test for this analysis of Muqātil’s method, it is interesting to com-
pare his commentary with the famous Sīra, or biography of Muham-
mad, by Ibn Isḥāq, as we read it today in the edition of Ibn Hishām.3

As far as we know, Muqātil and Ibn Isḥāq died in the same year, 767. 
The Sīra presents a substantial section on the encounters between 
the messenger of Islam and the Jewish leaders in Medina. Ibn Isḥāq’s 
narrative incorporates many of the tampering verses discussed by 
Muqātil, and briefly gives the same kinds of interpretations. 

One striking observation about the Sīra is that though it clearly finds the 

Jews of Medina to be hostile and deceptive, it makes no accusation of 
falsification of the Torah.4 At the same time the Sīra offers a version of 
John 15:23-16:1 and claims the messenger of Islam is the paraclete.

A number of scholars, such as William Montgomery Watt,5 have under-
stood this claim of references to the messenger of Islam in the previous 
scriptures to represent an early Muslim need for attestation of Muham-
mad. Some scholars such as Ignaz Goldziher6 and Uri Rubin7 have 
also suggested that the need for such an attestation was the initial im-
petus for the Muslim accusation of biblical corruption or falsification.

CONCLUSION

Muqātil’s interpretations of the Qur’anic verses containing the verbs 
baddala and show that one should question the claim that these six 
verses somehow prove that the Bible was corrupt or falsified. One 
might perhaps say that the verses came to mean that for later exe-
getes or polemicists. However, this raises the question of the meaning 
of the Qur’an.  If it is true that Muqātil’s commentary represents Muslim 
views of the Bible in the middle of the eighth century, and that there 
is no earlier extant commentary, on what basis can one say that later 
classical commentaries—or later polemicists—provide a truer interpre-
tation of those verses?

It also raises the question of the impact of Muslim views of the Bible 
on the academic study of the Bible. Do accusations of corruption and 
falsification against the Bible encourage Muslims to actually read the 
Bible—other than for polemical purposes? Many non-Muslims read 
the Qur’an for its own sake, without either accepting the truth claims 
Muslims make or searching for material to use against Islam. 

Some Muslims have read the Bible out of a simple desire to know its 
contents. A greater awareness of the early Islamic commentary above 
may encourage more widespread Muslim reading of the Bible which 
would hold great promise for a reasonable, meaningful academic con-
versation about the scriptures between Muslims and the “People of 
the Book.”

FOOTNOTES
1 I provide full details about the dating of Muqātil’s commentary in my 
monograph, Narratives of tampering in the earliest commentaries on 
the Qur’an (Leiden: Brill 2011).
2  Nickel, Narratives of Tampering, 147.
3 See The Life of Muhammad: Ibn Ishaq’s Sirat rasul Allah, trans. A. 
Guillaume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1955).
4 Nickel, Narratives of Tampearing, 219.
5 W. Montgomery Watt, “The early development of the Muslim attitude 
to the Bible,” Glasgow University Oriental Society Transactions 16 
(1955-56), 50-62.
6 Ignaz Goldziher, “Über muhammedanische Polemik gegen Ahl 
al-Kitab.” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 
xxxii (1878), 348.
7 Uri Rubin, The Eye of the Beholder: The life of Muḥammad as 
viewed by the early Muslims: a textual analysis. (Princeton: Darwin, 
1995), 21.
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Historically, Muslim approaches to the Bible have been much more 
diverse than is usually assumed. Whereas today the Muslim 

accusation of Taḥrīf as ‘textual corruption’ of the Bible by Jews and 
Christians has all but driven Muslim-Christian dialogue to a deadlock, 
the history of development of that concept indicates that this has not 
always been the case. 

The Muslim approach to the Bible has had two principal thrusts: one 
of them positive and the other negative. A return to the history of the 
Islamic approach to the Bible will indicate that the original intention of 
Muslims was mostly positive, namely an attempt at rescuing the text 
of the Bible from perceived Jewish and Christian ‘misinterpretation’ 
(taḥrīf al-maʿnā). The more negative attitudes, issuing from the Muslim 
accusation that Jews and Christians had corrupted the very text of their 
Scriptures (taḥrīf al-lafẓ), only came later in the intellectual history of 
the taḥrīf concept, as I have demonstrated in detail elsewhere.1 The 
present paper focuses on the ‘positive’ Islamic approaches to the Bible.

My research into the Islamic exegetical discourse on God and Christ 
has convinced me of the centrality of the Biblical text in the Muslim-
Christian encounter.  However, the Islamic view of the Bible has 
historically been more complex than it is sometimes made to appear.  
I classify the Muslim positions by organizing them under four themes, 

which represent most of the attitudes I have found in the texts that I 
have studied.

AN AUTHORITATIVE GOSPEL

Firstly, there were those such as Abū Muḥammad ʿ Abdallah b. Muslim 
Ibn Qutayba (d.885) and Aḥmad b. Abī Yaʿqūb (d.897), known as 
al-Yaʿqūbī, in the ninth century who used the Injīl as an authoritative 
source in works of history (tārīkh), literature (adab), jurisprudence 
(fiqh), and ḥadīth (Muslim traditions).  In his Kitāb al-Maʿārif (Book of 
Knowledge), an encyclopaedic work with entries on topics from all 
branches of knowledge, Ibn Qutayba quotes several times from the 
Gospels after he has cited other traditions from the quṣṣāṣ (storytellers 
of the Islamic tradition) and seems to have no polemical agenda.  
Similarly al-Yaʿqūbī quotes extensively from the Gospels as a reliable 
authority in his history of the Patriarchs of Israel down to the time of 
Muḥammad.  The book contains quite a long section on the life of 
Jesus and the Apostles based on quotations with verse references 
drawn from all four Gospels and the book of Acts.  He does not even 
make any attempt at evaluation or harmonization.

Secondly, the use of the Injīl as an authoritative key for the evaluation 
of Ḥadīth represented the apex of Muslim theologians’ respect for 
the Biblical text.  In his book Kitāb Ta’wīl Mukhtalif al-Ḥadīth (The 
Interpretation of Divergences in the Ḥadīth), Ibn Qutayba deals with 
a large number of traditions (aḥādīth) whose authenticity had been 
questioned by various Muslim scholars. On several occasions, he cites 
a passage from the Gospels after citing other Islamic traditions, and 
every time he does that it is in order to support his own conclusion.
For instance, a ḥadīth discussed by Ibn Qutayba is one that mentions 
Wajj (a geographical location in the Arabian Peninsula) as being ‘God’s 
last footstool on earth.’ This sort of anthropomorphic language about 
God made Muslim writers of the time quite uncomfortable. 

Ibn Qutayba prefers to avoid resolving the tension created by the 
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anthropomorphism, and simply endorses the legitimacy of using such 
language based on the testimony of the Gospel (Matthew 5.33-37). 
It is clear that our jurist takes the words of Jesus about God’s throne 
and footstool at face value and as fully authoritative, even against 
other Islamic interpretations of this tradition.  Note also Ibn Qutayba’s 
appeal to what he calls the ‘authentic Gospel’ (al-Injīl aṣ-Ṣaḥīḥ), which 
in his case is no other than the text that was used by his Christian 
contemporaries.

A BALANCED VIEW

The third theme is more neutral in nature although it can be 
interpreted both positively and negatively. The fact that such authors 
as al-Qāsim ar-Rassī (d.860) or al-Yaʿqūbī incorporated whole 
chapters from the Gospels into their treatises while altering specific 
key terms, may indicate that they cherished the text too much to do 
away with it completely, and preferred to preserve it by presenting a 
more acceptable version of it. On the other hand, this process can 
also be seen as already reflecting a suspicious attitude towards the 
text that they were reproducing.  For instance, in the Radd ʿala an-
Naṣāra (Reply to the Christians) by ar-Rassī the first eight chapters 
of Matthew’s Gospel are retranslated almost in full, but with additions, 
subtractions and alterations that made them more compatible with the 
Islamic worldview.  In Matthew 3.11 instead of the canonical reading: 
‘one who is more powerful than I is coming after me’, ar-Rassī’s text 
reads: ‘the one who is coming after me is more favored by God than I 
am’. Thus the emphasis is shifted from a power inherent in Jesus, to a 
divine favor bestowed on him.  A striking parallel attitude among early 
Christians can be found in someone like Marcion, who charged that 
the Gospels were full of ‘Judaizing’ influences, and felt it was his duty 
to purge these received texts from any passages reflecting ‘unfaithful 
transmission’.

A CORRUPTED TEXT

Finally, the argument of taḥrīf, the fourth theme, represents an outright 
accusation against the Christians and the Jews of having corrupted 
their own Scriptures. But as already noted, even this accusation is not 
as simple and straightforward as is sometimes imagined. There was 
a clear historical development in the understanding and use of the 

original Qur’ānic term, and the uncompromising attitude of Ibn Ḥazm 
in the eleventh century was not to be found elsewhere, either before 
or after him. 

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

The popular discourse that has developed between Christians and 
Muslims since the venerable time of the few citations we have just 
surveyed has much deteriorated. This is not really surprising, since 
the popular discourse is rarely analytical. Instead, it mostly follows 
developmental trends. I have demonstrated elsewhere that the 
writings of Ibn Ḥazm in the eleventh century marked a significant 
turning point in the literary discourse. Everything points to the fact that 
by the thirteenth century, Muslim writers were not citing the Biblical text 
directly any longer, but were dogmatically drawing from collections 
that had been put together within Muslim circles for the specific use of 
Muslim polemicists.

I suspect that most Christian readers who have had a significant 
religious discussion with a Muslim will have been rebuffed at one time 
or other by the accusation of taḥrīf. And I wonder how many Muslim 
readers have used the accusation to cut short a conversation on 
Christian doctrine based on the Bible. Sadly, this is the centerpiece of 
our legacy when it comes to the Muslim view of the Bible.

Our goal should be to bring to light a more wholesome landscape of 
this intellectual history. It is to reemphasize the brighter, more creative 
dimensions of that history that can inspire a more hopeful discourse 
among Christians and Muslims today. But we would be fooling 
ourselves if we thought that this academic intellectual exercise will have 
a positive impact on Christian-Muslim relations without us investing a 
tremendous amount of energy in converting our own preachers and 
teachers, and bringing the more inspiring portions of the discourse into 
their consciousness and worldview.

ALHAMBRA INSCRIPTION on Mexuar Hall translated as ‘God is the Only Victor’

FOOTNOTES
1 Martin Accad, “Corruption and/or Misinterpretation of the Bible: 
The Story of the Islamic Usage of Tahrif”, in The Near East School of 
Theology Theological Review, XXIV/2, 2003, pp. 67-97.

Photo Credit: Wikipedia: Roberto Chamoso
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T    he major impulse for the medieval Muslim scholars who read and 
extensively quoted from the Bible in their discourse with Christians 

was both polemical and apologetic. The two main objectives were to 
refute what was seen as incompatible with Islam, and to defend the 
teachings of Islam. This paper reflects on the polemical approach to 
the Bible of the thirteenth century Ḥanbalī jurist and theologian, Najm 
al-Dīn al-Ṭūfī (d. 716/1316), who appears to be the first Muslim to 
produce a commentary on both the Qur’an and the Bible. As a scholar 
who spent his life at three important centres of the medieval Muslim 
world – Baghdad, Damascus and Cairo – Ṭūfī enjoyed broad access 
to the learning cultures of his time. He was familiar with the existing 
Muslim-Christian theological debates and had first-hand knowledge of 
polemical literature. Although in his critical commentary1 Ṭūfī subjects 
the Bible to polemical scrutiny, his primary concern is to interpret it in 
harmony with Islamic teachings.

ANALYSIS OF ṬŪFĪ’S PERSPECTIVE

Ṭūfī contrasts Christian and Muslim notions of the Gospel and 
underlines the fact that the four canonical Gospels are different from 
the Qur’anic notion of the Gospel as a singular, divine book revealed to 
Jesus. In his view, this revelation given to Jesus disappeared and was 
lost, like many other books of the previous prophets. 

This leads Ṭūfī to describe the canonical Gospels as biographies 
(siyar) of Jesus, compiled by his disciples, and he compares them 
to the maghāzī (military histories) and siyar literature written by early 
Muslim historians such as Ibn Isḥāq (d. 150/767).2  In this, Ṭūfī 
holds a similar position to his teacher, Taqī al-Dīn Ibn Taymiyya (d. 
728/1328), who regards the Gospels as having the same status as 
the ḥadīth collections. Whilst the ḥadīth narrate Jesus’ words, including 
his parables (amthāl) and aphorisms (ḥikam), as well as his deeds, 
some of these ḥadīths are in fact weak or inaccurate.3  According to 
Ṭūfī, these verbal inconsistencies within the Gospels indicate that they 
were transmitted by meaning (riwāya bi-al-maʿnā) rather than verbatim 
resulting in great disagreements amongst Christians.4  So in both their 
genre and the manner of transmission the Gospels are seen by Ṭūfī 
and Ibn Taymiyya to be parallel to the Sunna, the second source of 
textual authority for Muslims, rather than as parallel to the Qur’an.

In their attitude towards the Christian scriptures, Ṭūfī and Ibn Taymiyya 
both primarily rely upon a ḥadīth which instructs the members of the 
Muslim community neither to accept nor reject the sayings of the 
People of the Book (ahl al-kitāb).5  This ḥadīth is understood, on the 
one hand, as forbidding Muslims from confirming what the ahl al-kitāb 
narrate lest they accept as true what was altered, while on the  other 
hand, forbidding them from disbelieving the Jews and the Christians 
lest they deny the true revelation which has been preserved intact.6 

In all this, Ṭūfī’s perception of the Torah and the Gospels is significantly 
shaped by the Qur’anic concept of taḥrīf (alteration). But what does 
Ṭūfī actually mean by taḥrīf and how does he define it?

In his writings, Ṭūfī differentiates between taḥrīf tabdīl (textual alteration) 
and taḥrīf taʾwīl (erroneous interpretation).7  Whilst many Muslim 
scholars emphasise one or the other, Ṭūfī prefers a synthesis of the 
two, holding some parts of the Biblical text to have been altered and yet 
considering some others to be misinterpreted.8
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As an example of textual alteration he gives John (10:7-8): ‘I am the 
door of the sheep, while all those who came before me were thieves 
and robbers’. Ṭūfī reads this as Christ apparently denying the earlier 
prophets, thus contradicting other statements declaring continuity 
between himself and other prophets (e.g. Matthew 5:17). Ṭūfī 
concludes that this statement must be wrongly attributed to Jesus. In 
his opinion, it is such textual alterations which explain any divergence 
between the Bible and the Islamic sources, which for him constitute 
the definitive norm and criterion for assessing the Biblical material. 
Anything that is not in conformity with authoritative Islamic texts is held 
to be incorrect or at least questionable.9

An example of what Ṭūfī regards as deliberate misinterpretation of 
scripture would be his critique of the use of Ibn (Son) and Ab (Father) 
in the Gospels, terms which according to him should not be taken 
literally. As honorific titles, they mean none other than ‘Servant’ and 
‘Lord’ respectively.10  Since Jesus did not have a human father, God 
undertook his care and upbringing as a father would do for his child; 
hence, the metaphorical relationship. In the Gospel of Luke (2:27, 41, 
48), Joseph is metaphorically described as the father of Jesus although 
in reality he was not his biological father. Ṭūfī wonders why Christians 
have not taken the title, ‘Son of God’, as a metaphor, the way they 
did when calling him ‘the son of Joseph’.11 This leads him to charge 
Christian exegesis with inconsistency and double standards.12

Which approach Ṭūfī chooses in any particular instance is dependent 
upon the context and the subject of discussion. So, for instance, when 
dealing with the theme of Biblical prophecies regarding the coming of 
Muḥammad and his prophetic mission, the type of taḥrīf he is concerned 
with is predominantly wrong interpretation. But when discussing 
Christian doctrines, such as the Trinity or the Incarnation, it is the first 
form of taḥrīf, the textual alteration, which he is primarily engaged 
with. He resorts to this category after all his efforts in interpreting these 
verses in harmony with Islamic teachings have failed.

CONCLUSION

In all this, Ṭūfī has a recurrent preference for the metaphorical (majāz) 
over the literal (ḥaqīqa) whilst at the same time insisting that Divine 
revelation has brought nothing that contradicts reason (ʿaql).13  If 
scripture is the foundation of religion and the basis of truth, then for Ṭūfī, 

FOOTNOTES
1 al-Taʿlīq ʿalā al-Anājīl al-arbaʿa wa-al-taʿlīq ʿalā al-Tawrāh wa-ʿalā 
ghayrihā min kutub al-anbiyāʾ (Critical Commentary on the Four Gos-
pels, the Torah and other Books of the Prophets). The work is critically 
edited, translated into English and analysed in Demiri, L., Muslim Ex-
egesis of the Bible in Medieval Cairo, Leiden: Brill, 2013. From the New 
Testament, it covers the four Gospels, while from the Old Testament the 
focus is on Genesis, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Jonah, 
Habakkuk and Malachi.
2 Ṭūfī, Taʿlīq, pp. 101, 103 (§ 5); see also p. 259 (§ 189) and Intiṣārāt, 
vol. I, pp. 383-384.
3 Michel, Thomas, A Muslim Theologian’s Response to Christianity: Ibn 
Taymiyya’s Al-Jawab Al-Sahih, (New York: Caravan Books, 1984), p. 
229 and p. 235.
4 Ṭūfī, Ishārāt, vol. II, p. 253 (§ 181). Elsewhere Ṭūfī adds that the ahl al-
kitāb rely on writing (khaṭṭ) rather than memory (ḥifẓ), and on the trans-
mission by meaning rather than verbatim (Intiṣārāt, vol. I, p. 328).
5 Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ, “Shahādāt” 30, “Tafsīr sūrat al-Baqara” 11, “al-Iʿtiṣām 
bi-al-kitāb” 26, “al-Tawḥīd” 51; Abū Dāwūd, Sunan, “ʿIlm” 2; Aḥmad b. 
Ḥanbal, Musnad, 4/136.
6 Ṭūfī, Taʿlīq, p.369 (§ 350).
7 Cf. Ibn Taymiyya who designated the two actions as taḥrīf al-lafẓ (al-
teration of word) and taḥrīf al-maʿnā (alteration of meaning i.e. wrong 
interpretation)
8 Ṭūfī, Ishārāt, vol. I, p. 278; vol. II, p. 107
9 See, for instance, Ṭūfī’s interpretation of Genesis 3:1-7 (Taʿlīq, p. 433 
(§ 446)) and 5:3-5 (ibid., p. 441 (§ 461)). See also his analysis of Gen-
esis 9:20-25 (ibid., p. 451 (§ 481)) and 15:2-10 (ibid., p. 455 (§ 491)).
10 Ṭūfī, Taʿlīq, p. 127 (§ 19).
11 Ibid., p. 127 (§ 19) and p. 281 (§ 216).
12 Ibid., p. 137 (§ 28) and also p. 181 (§ 93).
13 Ṭūfī, Intiṣārāt, vol. I, p. 237.
14 Ibid., vol. I, p. 234.
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reason is the medium through which one can make sense of the divine 
word.14  He uses reason to achieve twin goals. The first is to refute 
what he sees as being incompatible with Islam by pointing out the 
muḥarraf (corrupted) parts of the Biblical text. The second is to retain a 
high regard for the Biblical scriptures and explore the unmodified divine 
truths which may be preserved therein.
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Sidney Griffith is a world authority on early Arabic and Syriac 
Christian writings responding to Islam. He has produced here what 

sounds like a contradiction in terms - a thorough survey, combining 
detailed coverage of many relevant ideas and writings with a journey 
through large tracts of territory. Early chapters cover ‘The Bible in Pre-
Islamic Arabia’, ‘The Bible in the Arabic Qur’an’, and ‘The Earliest 
Translations of the Bible into Arabic’. Griffith then surveys Christian 
and Jewish translations of the Bible into Arabic, with two final chapters 
reflecting on Muslim responses to the Bible and the intertwined nature 
of the two scriptures.

Griffith’s headline conclusions include the ideas that: the Bible in 
Arabic was more generally available than is often thought (p.4); Syriac 
Biblical commentary often underlies the Qur’an’s use of the Bible 
(p.3); the Qur’an almost never quotes the Bible directly, but very often 
recalls it in paraphrased form.  This all suggests that Syriac Christians 
were, therefore, ‘in all likelihood the immediate source of biblical lore 
for Muhammad and the Qur’an’ (p. 144). He also argues that the 
Christians and Jews mentioned in the Qur’an represented mainstream 
faith, and were not heretics, as often supposed.

One particularly hot topic in this field of study is the dating of the earliest 
Arabic Bible translations. Did they appear before the emergence of 
Islam? Griffith answers ‘no’ to this question, preferring to date the first 
Arabic translations from the late seventh to early eighth century. He 
engages in detail with Hikmat Kachouh’s important book, The Arabic 
Versions of the Gospels: The Manuscripts and their Families (Berlin, 
2012), which argues for Arabic Bible translations existing before the 
rise of Islam. Contrary to this view Griffith contends that the emergence 
of the Qur’an in Arabic acted as a stimulus and challenge to other 
scriptural communities to produce Arabic translations of their own 
scripture. This was so as to ‘set the record straight’ (p. 126) about the 
content of the Bible, in the light of the Qur’an’s presentation of Biblical 
figures and narratives.

It provides yet more evidence of the need for 
Biblical and Qur’anic studies to take place in 
the light of their intertwined relationships. 

I would question one point of Griffith’s presentation. He notes (pp. 
63-64, and see also pp. 39, 71) that ‘In the Qur’anic view, God 
always vindicates his prophets and messengers in their struggles 

with their adversaries’. There are, however, several Qur’anic verses 
accusing Jews of being those who killed the prophets. This has 
important implications for interreligious discussions about the Qur’anic 
perspective on the plausibility or otherwise of Jesus being crucified. 
But this is a minor quibble in a book rich with both information and 
insightful interpretation.

The Bible in Arabic closes with broader reflection on a contemporary 
topic, the modern appropriation of Abraham as a symbol for inter-
religious harmony. The author notes (p. 211) the irony that Abraham 
- who was often claimed by each faith in an attempt to put clear water 
between their own community and others - has become a figure used 
to try to create ‘a sort of monotheistic, interreligious family’. For Griffith, 
a master of detail and nuance, ‘the expression “Abrahamic religions” is 
in the end something of a misnomer’ (pp. 213-14) since it ‘misleadingly 
suggests’ that Abraham has a similar role in all three faiths.

Griffith’s book needs and repays careful reading. No-one will absorb all 
the detail on first encounter, but it is a goldmine of useful background 
on an important issue relevant to the emergence and development 
of early Islam. It provides yet more evidence of the need for Biblical 
and Qur’anic studies to take place in the light of their intertwined 
relationships.
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