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ur'an 

David Marshall 

"Chri tianity in the Qur'a11" i o broad a subject that for the purpo e 

of thi tudy the relevant Qur'anic material i1ced to be broken dow11 

into more manageable categories. The approach adopted l1ere i 

therefore to subdivide "Christianity" into three the1nes ugge ted by 

the Qur'an it elf: "Je u and Mary"· " cripture"; and "Chri tians." / 

Other categories than the e could have b en u cd to ubdividc the 

Qur'anic material further, such a "Chri tian practice " (e.g. mona ti -

ci m) or ''Christia11 doctrines'' (e.g. tl1e Trinity). Line mu t be drawn 

omewhere, however, and I hope tl1at the three thematic categorie 

which I have cho en provide a rcaso11able framework f·or making ~ e11 e 

of the Qur'anic material. As well a grouping the inaterial thematically 

in this way, this study al o adopt a chronological approach. The ba ic 

tructure of the tudy is thu a follow . I begin with ai1 c amination 

of relevant Qur'anic pas age from the Meccan period of Mubam

mad' preaching (roughly 609-22 CE), dealing with pa age fir tly on 

Jesu and Mary, econdly on cripture, and thirdly 011 Chri tian . 

Then I turn to the Medina11 period (622-32 E) and work tl1rot1gh the 

ame three categoric again. The intention is to give so1nc en e of l1ow 

the Qur'anic treatment of the e thc111c evolves alo11g ide develop

ment in the experie11ce f Muban1mad and hi follower .
1 

I. THE MECCAN PERIOD 

What the ur'an ay about Chri tianity in thi period n ed to be 
under tood again t the backdrop of Muba1nmad' experie11cc i11 

Mecca. During the Meccan period, tl1e n1ai11 challenge fa ing 

Mu}fammad wa to preach to tl1e polythei ts of Mecca. Tl1e c ~ cnce 
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of hi rne age wa that they hould turn fron1 idolatry to the wor hip 

t)f tl1e ()ne true Go(l a11d hot1ltl ub1nit to the rnoral reforn1ation 

whicl1 God dcma11ded of the1n. If they rejected th inc age they fa ed 

the pro pect of divine puni 'hment, both in this life and in tl1e 

hereafter. During this period Mubam1nad gained ome follower , but 

by and large 11e encountered rejection and ridicule. 

Muba111111ad' preaching to the Mecca11 i11volvcd two cru ial claim 

wl1iLl1 related hi activ1ty to Chri tianity. These two interdependent 

claim are that Mubammad i a i11e cnger cnt by God and that he is 

tl1e l1 ar r of a divine revelation. Tl1c e claim are et within the wider 

Qur'a11ic vi ion of the l1i tory of God' activity i11 the world. At the 

l1eart of tl1i vi ion i the belief that God ha repeatedly cnt 

111 eng r c11trt1 red with divine revelation t provide guida11 e f r 

ht11nan bei11g . Tl1c Qur'an 1ncntion n1any uch m enger , one of 

wh n1 i Je u . o Jc u and the rcvelatio11 brought by hi1n con titute 

one epi '" ode in the great hi tory of divine activity of which now in 

Mecca, Mt1bammad and tl1c 111c age revealed throt1gh him are the 

late t manifestation. 

Jesus and Mary2 

A we turn now to Meccan pa age dealing with Je us and Mary it 

hould fir t be acknowledged that there are a number of other 

religious figure about whom the Qur'an ha con iderably more to 

ay. At lea t part of the explanation for thi an be gra ped if we keep 

i11 n1ind the que ti 11 of the immediate relevance to Mu~ammad's 

situation in Mecca of tl1e differe11t t1r'anic tori about the 

n1es , enger ent befor him. The e , torie are not recit d by 

Mubammad in a pirit of detached int re t in religiou hi tory; rather 

they bear on what i happening around him in the pre ent. or 

example, there eern to have been a parti ular relevance to 

Muban1mad at Mecca in a group of tori which arc e entially 

ariant on one ba ic tory-linc. The e torie d pict a me enger ent 

by od who preache t hi people i reject d b the1n, but i finally 

vindicated when God intervene to puni h the unbeliever (e.g. with 

tl1e flood in the Ccl c of Noah tl1e de tru tio11 of odon1 and 

.JOn1orrah in the a e of Lot, and o on). The e toric are o often 

r peated in the Meccan period ( .g. notably in Uras 7 11 and 26) that 

it i.-., natural to a, ume that they are particularly relevant to 

Muhan1ma<l at Mecca: they reflect hi ituation a an embattled 

pr a her of n1)nothei. 111 and hi hope of indication thr ugh d' 
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intervention.3 The me senger depicted in the e torie thu s rve a 

models of Muhammad in Mecca; their torie are an encouragement to 

him and his followers in their diffict1lt situation ( ee 11: 120). For our 

present purpose the important point i that altl1ough a number of 

other me enger feature in the e torie , Jesus docs not. 

Indeed, the fact that J e us f ea tu res in ollly one extended 11arrative 

from the whole Meccan period (19: 16-33) is a trong indication that 

(unlik Noah Abraham, Lot, M e and others) he did not, at thi 

stage, repre ent an e pccially relevant inodel to Muhammad. Thi point 

gather strength a we look more clo ely at that narrative a11d notice 

tl1at it in fact focu e rather 1nore attentio11 on Mary tl1an on J e u . An 

angel sent by God (literally'' our spirit'' (19: 17)) tell Mary that sl1e is to 

give birth to a ''pure boy'' (19: 19). She ask how this can be when she i 

a virgin; she i as ured that it i ea y for God and that the child will be 

((a sign to hu1nankind and a mercy from [God]" (19: 21).4 Mary then 

withdraw to a distant place where he gives birth to Jesu and i 

miraculou ly provided with food and drink. On her return to her 

people, however, she is accu ed of exual ii11mo1-ality. Thi ev ke a 

further miracle: the inf ant J csu speak from the cradle, thereby 

implicitly vindicating his righteous mother and shaming her detractors.5 

De pite th great significance of thi peecl1 by the infant Jc u , it i 
at least arguable that the main intere t of the narrative, and certainly it 

main relevance to Mul)a1nmad in Mecca, is in Mary' drama. Like 

Mubammad, Mary receives a divine message brought to l1er personally 

by an angelic being; Mul:iammad might tl1erefore naturally have een 

in Mary somebody whose experience wa imilar to l1is own. 

Furthermore, like Mubammad Mary experience rejection and 

vilification by her own people becau e of this di vine initiative i11gling 

her out for a pecial ta k. Then she i miraculou ly vindicated by God 

in the face of tho e who coff at her - the dc11ouement f r which tl1c 

rejected Mubammad waited and hoped. Thus at lea t part of the 

significance of thi narrative i that it contain the pervasive Mcccan 

motif of the rejectio11 and vindication of God' cho en ervant, a 

theme which wa highly relevant to Mubammad's experience and hi 

expectatio11s. It may seem strange to think of Mary functioning a a 

type of Mt1bammad in this way, and indeed it may well be that the 

obviou di imilaritie between Mary and Mul:ian1mad account for the 

fact that, unlike a nu111ber of Meccan narrative , thi Mary-narrative i V 
not repeated .6 

This analy i of the tory of Mary indicate that de pit the fa t that 

there i comparatively little Meccan n1atcrial on J e u and Mary uch 
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n1atcrial a there i hould be interpreted in the light of the ba ic 

ob ervation that the Qur'anic Mary and Je us have their significance 

and their coherence in their relatedness to the experience of 

Mu}:ia1nmad.7 They arc part of the religious pre-hi tory which 

cuhninate in the coming of Mu}:iammad and the reve1ation of the 

Qur'an. The n1iraculou speech of the infant Jesu (19: 30-33) further 

illu trate thi point. The elf-description of J e us in vv. 30-31 (a with 

, o n1uch of the peech of the Qur'anic prophet ) could be put into the 

111outh of Mul;ammad witho11t a11y alteration: 

I an1 God' ser\Ta11t; God l1a give11 rne tl1e Book, a11d made me a Propl1et 

... and he has co1nmandcd n1e to pray and to give aln1 a long a I live.
8 

Of other Meccan refe1~ence to J e us and Mary, two brief pa sages (.21: 

93-5 and 23: 50) peak of their revelatory ignificance; together they 

con titute a " ig11" (aya). Two other pa sage merely refer to Jesu in 

pa ing in a li t of other prophets (6: 85 and 42: 13). One other 

refere11ce r11erits on1e com1nent: 

And \vl1e11 tl1e "' On of Mary i cited a a11 cxa1nple, behold your people 

[i.e. tl1e M ecca11 pagans J tur11 away fro1n it and say: ('What, are our gods 

l1ctter C)r h ?'' Tl1ey 011ly cite hi1n to provoke cln argt1n1e11t; 11ay, but 

they <lrc a co11tc11t1ous people! I-le i only a -- ervant wl1om we [God] 

bles ed, and we n1adc l1i111 a11 ex,1r11ple to tl1e Childre11 of Israel. (43: 57-

9, ee also vv. 60-65) 

~ rl1c co11text l1ere is interesti11g. In reaction to Mubammad' reference 

to Je u ", tl1e Meccan polythei ts imply that in compari on with tl1eir 

ow11 gods J e 11s is 011ly an i11ferior deity whom t11ey can ig11ore. The 
Meccan therefore need to be corrected at two poi11ts. Fir tly, J e us i a 

ervant ('abd) human, not divine; it i important to gra p that the 

Qur'a11 doe not interpret the conception of Jesus without a hun1an 

father (a mentioned above) a a ign ot any kind of incarnation. But 

econdly, Je u ~ i more important than the Meccan imagi11e; he i a 

ignificant figure from religious history (a servant ble ed by God), 

\vho ca1ne with miracle and made clear that worship of the one God i 

the " traight path" to which Mubammad is pointing the Mcccans (vv. 

63-4). Furthermore Je u i not 1nerely a figure fro1n the pa t; a 

n1yster1ou e chatological role seems to be a cribed to him in the 

enigmatic phrase " he i knowledge of the hour" (v. 61).9 

I 'rhe main thru t of thi pa sage i again t Meccan paganism; it 

con11nent about Je u pri1narily have the correction of uch pagani m 

in 1nind. evcrtheles there i here al o an implicit critici m of any 
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tendency to think of Je us in divine term ; he is indeed a ''ble ed 

ervant," but no more than that. So even though Christian are not 

directly addre ed in this passage, it may be that we have here an early \/ 

critical reference to Christian attitudes to Je us. 10 

Scripture 

From the ear lie t Meccan period there arc ref cre11ce to ·cripture 

revealed by God in the past. It is po ible that one uch ref ere11ce 

occur in th pa sag traditionally believed to have been the fir t 

revelation received bv Muhammad: 
~ . 

Recite: And your Lo1-d i th mo t gcnert)US, 

who taught by the pen, 

taught man what he did 11ot know. (96: 3- 5) 

Although the phrase here translated ''taught by the pen," ('a/lama bi'l

qalam) could be tran lated a ''taught the art of writing'' it i 1nore 

natural, in both the immediate and the wider Qur'anic context , to ee 

here a reference to the mysteriou reality of revelation. 11 What human 

beings could not otherwise know, God makes known to his chosen 

servant, and the revealed word , written dow11 ''by the pen,'' are 

preserved in criptt1re. 

A number of other Meccan pa age mention criptures of the pa t. 

For example the early sura 87 end : 

urely this is in the ancient croll (~uhuf ), 

the scrolls of Abraham and Mo c . (87: 18- 19) 

The claim here i that the mes age which Muba1nmad ha ju t recited 

is in agreement with what i contained in the cripture of Abraham 

and Mo es. lsewhere the question is asked in a to11e of surpri e 

whether those who doubt Mubammad' me age are not aware of the 

contents of earlier scripture , again implying agreen1ent between them 

and what Mubammad is reciting (53: 36-7; 20: 133; cf. 21: 7; 16: 43· 10: 

94 ). The point i also made that the Meccan , who previously have 

received no cripture (68: 37; 43: 21; 34: 44) are now being addre ed 

in a divin revelation in Arabic, their own language (e.g. 43: 3; 12: 2). 

So just as Mubammad claims to be the latest manifestation of the 

divine activity of ending me enger , he also claims that hi n1essage i 

the latest manifestation (in thi ca e i11 Arabic) of the divine activity of 

revealing cripture. In both ca es hri tianity feature in mu h the amc 

way. Just a Jesus i mentioned among Muban1mad' precursor so al o 
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the ripture re a led through J e u i under tood a a pr cur or of the 

cripture r v al d tl1rough Muba1111nad. It i a neat illu tration of the 

Qur'anic under tanding of revelation-hi tory that hortly before the 

infant J e u declare that God ha given him 'the Book" (al-kitab, 19: 

30), th tcrn1 al-kitab ha been u ed of the ripturc given to John (th 

Bapti t) the prccur r of Jc u - (19: 12), and aloof the 1ne age b ing 

received in th pre nt by Mubammad (19: 16). 

The point wa inade earlier that other me enger arc 1nentioned 

inuch tnorc frequently than Jc u in Mcccan pa ages . Not urpri -

ingly, then, thcr i comparatively little etnpha i in thi period on the 

cripture which Jc u brought. There are ome general reference to 

earlier cripturc (e .g. 20: 133; 12: 111; 10: 94), whi h could be taken to 

includ th - ripturc given to J u , but the only pecific reference 

which i clearly Mee an i that at 19: 30.
12 

At thi tage Mo c i a 

inu h n1ore ignificant figure, o there i naturally more i11tere t in the 

cripturc which he brought (e.g. 32: 23; 41: 45· 17: 2· 40: 53; 28: 43 ). 

Christians 

In view of what we have cen o far, it i not urpri ing that in th 

M can period there i very little reference t Chri tian . "There were 

. . . hri tia11 in Mecca, trader and lav , bt1t the influence of i olated 

individual wa probably not o important [a el ewhere in Arabia]."
13 

111 the ab ence of any organi ed Chri tian co1nn1unity to ervc a a 

ub tantial ubj ct for M11ban1mad' attention, hi pr a hing wa 

naturally directed chiefly t ward the polythei t of Mecca. 

How '' ~r a Bell point out, '' d11ring the wh le of the Meccan 

eriod of hi activity Muban1n1ad' attitude to the People of th Book, 

which must be taken a i11cluding both J w and Chri tian ... wa 

con i ·tcntly friendly." 14 nc indication of thi attitude can be found 

in a group of pa ·age, , admittedly all ~ 01newhat ob cure, which might 

refer t hri tia11 of earlier ge11eration . Th earlie t uch pa ag (85: 

4-8) i often taken a d cribing the martyrdom of ertain i th 

ccntl1r hri tia11 from ajran (in outhern Arabia) at th hand f 
"the m n f th pit."

15 If o the c hri tian , are de ribed imply a 

''be liever ,, and thu ervc a model of faithfulne for the per ccuted 

follower of Mu}:iam1nad. nothcr image of hri tian being faithful 

tinder per ecution i prc~e11t iI1 the t<.)ry of the ''men of the cave'' (18: 

9-26) the ur'ani ver ion of th l gcnd f the " en leepcr " 

whi , h '' wa widel known and ften r f rrcd to in hri tian 

literature." 16 1'hc young men are faithful bcli ver in God and hun 
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idolatry. If the Chri tian origin of thi tory was known by tho e who 

heard Muhammad, this again portray Christians of the pa ta model 

for Muhammad' followers. Again, the unnamed messenger of the 

narrative at 36: 13-32 have been identified with Chri tian apostle ent 

to Antioch.
17 

Another relevant passage is 30: 2-5, whicl1 ha often 

been interpreted a implying a ympatl1y for the Chri tian force of 

Byzantium in their wars again t the Persian .18 

In a quite different register, there are Meccan pas ages in which 

tho e who doubt the truth of Muhammad's message are encouraged to 

con ult tho e who read a criptt1re revealed before Mul;amrnad (21: 7; 

16: 43; 10: 94, where it i Muhammad hin1self who eem to be 

attacked by elf-doubt). Such passages clearly imply a confidence that 

the Jews and Chri tian of his own day will upport Muhammad by 

vouching for the truth of his claims. Much the ame confidence is 

reflected at 6: 20 which ay that those to whom the Book ha been 

given recogni e the Qur'an (or possibly Muhammad) ''as they 

recognise their son " (cf. 6: 114). 19 However, it i important to note 

that the e pa ages speak of Jew and Christians together a the 

"People of the Book" (ahl al-kitab ); they do not refer pecifically to 

Chri tian . A comparison of the e generali ed Meccan reference with 

more specific Medinan references, where Jew and Chri tians are 

ometimes harply distingui h d (e.g. 2: 113; 5: 82-5 ), leaves one with 

a sense that whereas th Medinan pa sage reflect actual encounter 

witl1 pecific Jew and Christians, the Mcccan pa age do not give 

quite the ame impre sion. 

So how should we interpret the e Me cc an reference to Jew and 

Chri tian as tho e who vouch for the truth of Mu}:iammad' n1e age? 

It i of course po sible (as Rahman argues20
) that Muhammad did ' 

encounter ome positive respon e from Chri tian at Mecca, although ~ 

this would be hard to e tablish conclusively. Alternatively, it might be 

argued that the Meccan allu ion to the People of the Book ar based 

not (or at lea t not principally) on concrete encounter with p cific 

people, as at Medina, but rather on theoretical a umption abot1t what 

Jew and Chri tian should be like and about how tl1ey can be expected 

to respond. Ju t as J e u and the cripture revealed to hin1 arc 

conceived of as forerunner of Muhammad and the Qur'an, o al o 

Christians can only be thought of as people who will ack11owledgc the 

truth of Mubammad's mes age. 

A yet, Muhammad' confidence in thi la t a umption ha not 

been dented. But despite the basically po itive view of Chri tian 

which underlie the Meccan period there are alr ady 011e or two 
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lightly di ordant n te . In the argument betwee11 Mubammad and 

tl1e Mee an about the ta tu of Je u which wa discu sed earlier ( 43: 

57-65) the Mecca11 e in to be alludi11g to ome kind of Chri tian 

wor hip of J e u in th ir word to Muban1mad ("What, are our god 

better, or he?'' ). So in th re po11 e given by Mu}:ian1mad (that Je u i 

n i11ore than a ervant blc ed by God) there i cl arly an in1plied 

criti i, i11 of tho e, Chri tia11 or pagan who regard Je u a divine. If 

thi indicate that already at M cca Mubammad i aware of thi a p t 

of co11temporary Chri tian practic then thi will naturally colour the 

way we interpret the many Meccan pa age which attack the idea of 

Gt)d taking a on (e.g. 23: 91· 21: 26; 25: 2· 18: 4; 10: 68; 112: 3). 

Although the immediate target of thi polemic i pre umabl 

pol thei tic Arabian idea of '' on of God '' it would b wrong to 

a um that u h pa age cannot al o be referring to Chri tian 

belief .21 

An ther recurrent thcrnc in the Me can period which lightly 

count rbalance the ba i ally po itive view of Chri tian i that of the 

divi ion among then1. It i triking tl1at r fere11ce to th divi io11 

oc ur after every ignificant M ccan pa age 011 J us. For exa1nple 

one brief mention of Mar and Je u 'Ulminate a follow : 

<< L1rely tl1i 0111111u11ity of your· i on community, 

/ and I a1n your l ~ ord; o erve n1e. '' 

Bt1t they i-1lit i11 th ir affair between them into cct 

each part)' rejoicir1g i11 what i, with tl1e1n. (23 : 52-3· cf. 21: 92-3; 43: ()5) 

ivcn the well-known d ctrinal and political ten i n betwee11 the 

n1ain Chri tian grouping of the day (Byzantine , Monophy ite and 

Ne torian ), it i hardly t1rpri ing that the e find an echo i11 tl1e 

ur'a11 vcn at a period whc11 there i little contact between 

Muhamn1ad a11d hri tian . 
• 

II. TH M DINAN P RIOD 

Muban1mad' n1ove from Mecca t Medina in 622 (the hijra) wa 

to prov an important tran ition in evcral way . In Medina 

M ubammad be ame the leader of a religi -p liti al on11nunity whi h 

overcatne oppo ition from many quarter and by th ti1ne f hi death 

in 632 _, had grown to be a dynami new power poi ed to conquer 

an a t ni hing swathe of territ r _, in the foll wing d e ade . or our 

p1·e ent purpo e'" certain key factor in the Medinan context need to be 
highlighted. 
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Firstly wherea at Mecca it is u11clcar wl1at, if any, sig11ificant 

contact Muhammad had with Jews and Chri tian , at M dina the 

ituation is quite different. Relations with the large Jewish population 

of Medina are a dominant theme in the arly M di11a11 period ( ce 

especially 2: 40-150). There is also significant contact with Chri tians, 

although thi eems largely to have taken place later in the Medinan 

period. 

e ondly, as a re ult of th e contact we witne s during the 

Medinan peri d an in rea ing ense of d finition of Mubammad and 

his community over against ] ew and Chri tian . Tl1i i reflected in a 

nun1ber of way . For e ample, Abraha1n, a cru ial figure from 

religiou history, is claimed a one who prefigured the faith of 

Mu}:iammad and hi followers, rather than that of J cws a11d 

Christians.22 The inost important treatment of Abraham (2: 124- 41) 

lead immediately into a pa age (vv. 142-50) di cu ing the chang of 

the qibla (the direction for pray r adopted by Muba1nmad and hi 

follower ) from Jerusalem to Mecca. This developn1e11t is generally 

regarded as the deci ive moment in Muhammad' "break with the 

Jews'' and is therefore a concrete inark of the religiou distinctivencs 

of Mubammad' community. There also appear to be a gradual 

proces by which islam, the Arabic for (( submi sion" (of oneself to 

God), come to denote not only an inner piritual attitude but al o 

adherence to a pecific religiou way of life di tinct from other , 

embodied in the community of Mubam1nad and hi followers (e.g. 

especially 3: 19-20 85; 5: 3). 

Thirdly, the political and military dimen ion of Muba1nmad' 

conflict with hi opponents in the Medinan period i another key 

factor determining his attitude to other faith-communitic . Toward 

the end of the Medinan period thi factor impi11ges harply on 

relation with Chri tian . 

Jesus and Mary 

To understand the Medina11 pa age on J e us and Mar·y it i vital to 

keep in mind Mubammad' changing context and the different group 

who might be addre ed in any particular pa sage. It i e pecially 

important not to assume that pa age concerned with J e u ai1d Mary 

mu t originally have been addre scd to Chri tian ; as we hall cc, 

some of thi material i be t explained a having originated in 

Mubammad' conflict with the Jew of Medina. Tl1e analy is l1cre 

assume three broad phase in the portrayal of ] e u and Mar at 
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Medina: an early pha c in which little i aid about them; a ccond 

pha e in which the go erning factor i pole1nic again t the Jew of 

Medina; and a final pha e in which polemic again t Christian come 

to the for . 

The early Medinan period i reflected in sura 2, whicl1 date f ro1n 

betwc n the hijra and the battle of Badr (624 CE). It i a further 

ren1indcr of the comparati ely 1ninor place of Je us and Mary in the 

Qur'an that in the whole of sura 2, ea ily the longe t sura, there arc 

nl y a few pa ing ref ercnce to Jc u and none t Mary (other than in 

the phrase "Jc u n of Mary"). Apart from a nlention of Je u in a 

li t with other prophet (2: 136) and a brief pa age which eern to 

attacl< Cl1ri ti an belief about J e u (2: 116-17), it i twice aid that 

God gave J e tl ''clear ig11 '' (i.e. miracle ) and '' confirn1ed him with 

the l1oly pirit'' (2: 87, 253). Althougl1 Chri tian inter t might be 

arou cd by thi link between Je u and ''the l1oly pirit," it hould be 

11oted that thi then1e i 11ot ft1rther developed in tl1e Qur'an and i not 

ce11tral to it portrayal of J csu . In sura 2 there i 1nuch narrative 

material concer11e(i witl1 variol} otl1 r figure fron1 the pa t, mo t 

r1otably Ada1n (vv. 30-9); Mo e (vv. 49-74); Abraham a11d I hinacl 

(vv. 124-41 ); and aul a11d David (v\' . 246-51 ). Much of thi material 

has no parallel in tl1c Mcccan narrative ; the e are new narrative for a 

11ew itu,1tion and they l1ave obviou relevance to the challenge faci11g 

Muba1nn1ad i11 Medina, t1ch a l1i di pute witl1 the Jew a11d the need 

to ·tir up hi follower to fight their enemies. Up to thi point we can 

co11cludc n1ucl1 a we did wl1e11 a11aly ing the Meccan material, that 

J e u ha bccon1c ncjther a particularly ignificant model for 

Muban1mad nor a figure around whon1 important argun1ent have 

centred. 

1'his 'ituation begin · to change in the econd Mcdinan pl1a e, where 

we find lightly inore attention paid to Je u and Mary, c peciall at 3: 

33- 58. Thi long narrative e tion m11 t be under tood in the light of 

Muban1n1ad' relation hip with the Jew of Medina in the period 

hortly after the battle of Badr. The refu al of the great majority of the 

Jew to acknowledge Mubamn1ad a · a prophet, along with the political 

threat to Mubam1nad which they p ed, made thi relationship 

extremely ten c, witl1 tl1c threat of v ~ iolent co11flict in the ai1-; thi mood 

of ho ·tility i reflected at variou point · in the re t of sUra 3 (e.g. vv. 

19- 25, 65- 85 98-9 110-12, 187). Ju t a ~ i11 sura 2 (vv. 40-150), o 

here in sUra 3 J ewi h op po ition to the mi ion f Muban1mad 

pro1npts a history- le on. Howeve1-, wherca in sura 2 tl1e focu wa 

I on the di obedience of the children of I rael in the days of od' 

12 



Christianity in the Qur'an 

me enger Mo e , in sura 3 the narrative culminates in the account of 

Jewish unbelief and hostility toward God' mes enger Je u . 

The narrative begins with the birth of Mary and then de cribe her 

piety and favoured place in God' sight (vv. 35-7); God al o declare 

that he has purified her and cho en her '<above all the women of the 

world" (v. 42). The great emphasis here 011 Mary's godliness and 

purity ugge t that thi pas age i as urning awarene of (and of 

cour e rejecting) the accusation of sexual impurity wl1ich her Jewish 

fellow-people made again t her. As we aw earlier, thi accusation i I 
mentioned in a Meccan Mary-narrativ (19: 27-8); it i alluded to 

again in a later Medinan pa sage ( 4: 156 ). It is natural to a ume that 

this part of the wider Qur'anic understanding of Mary' story would 

also be in mind here. If so, tl1c narrative in sura 3 see111s to be 

presenting Mary as a righteous servant of God whom (as wa com111011 

knowledge) the Jew rejected, but who (unbeknown to them) wa 

greatly honoured by God. 

It is pos ible that the ame point i being made by the brief refere11ce 

to Zachariah and the birth of his on John (the Baptist) wl1ich i 

embedded in the accou11t of Mary (vv. 38-41). John is prai ed a ''a 

chief, and chaste, a prophet, one of the righteous" (v. 39). Neither here 

nor in the other references to Zachariah and John (19: 2-15; 21: 89-90) 

is there any reference to John's death at the hands of ungodly Jews, but 

as in the account of Mary it may be that a fuller knowledge of John' 

tory is here being a urned. Given the recurrent motif that the Jew had 

killed prophet sent before Muhammad ( e pecially fr quent in sura 3, 

e.g. vv. 21, 112, 181, 183 ), this is not at all implausible. It would certainly 

make very good sen e in the wider context of the J ewi h hostility to 

Muhammad reflected in sura 3 if the e account of the birth of Mary 

and John were originally intended to call to mind earlier ervant of 

God whom the Jew rejected but whose honour wa upheld by God 

(and who therefore prefigure Muhammad at Medina). 

Such certainly seem to be the purpo e of the passage about J e u 

(vv. 45-57). Thi begin by stressing hi high status before God: 

The angel aid: 

''Mary, God give you good new of a word fro1n hi111 

who ~ e name is Me iah J e u , 011 of Mary; 

high honoured hall he be in tl1is world and the 11ext, 

near rationed to God." (v. 45) 

The narrative goe on to empha ise the role of J esu 

the Childre11 of I racl''; he comes with miraculou 
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to validate hi n1i sio11; he co11fir1n the Torah (their own cripture) 

and make lawful "certain thing that before were forbidden" (vv. 49-

50). The reaction to Je u i divided. On tl1e one hand his di ciple (al

&awariyyan) peak a follow , in language identical to tl1at of the 

believer at Medina: 

''We will be l1elpe1·s ot God; we believe in God; 

witne .. s tl1at we have sul)mitted 011r lve to l1in1. 

Lord, we believe in what yot1 l1ave sent down 

and we follow tl1e 111es .. engcr." (vv. 52-3) 

n the other hand, 01ne respond in unbelief (v. 52) and cheme 

again t Je u (v. 54). This lead to the my teriou climax of Je us' 

earthly life: 

God ~aid: ''Jc u I will take yot1t<)1ny elf [or ''I will cau e you to die''] 

a11d I will rai e you to 1ny .. elf 

a11d I will pt11-ify you of tho e who do not believe." (v. 55) 

For now, we can leave th que tion of whether or not this pa age 

peak of J e u genuinely dying, an i sue to which we hall return. 

What i i1nportant for our present purpo e is that J e us ha been 

pre entcd a one sent by God (like Muba1nmad) whom the Jews reject 

with 1nt1rderous intent. God, l1owever, fru trates the scheme of the 

unbeliever, (v. 54) and, in some mysteriou way, vi11dicatc his ervant 

by rai ing l1im to him elf. 

Here, in tl1i context of J ewi h ho tility in Medina, the Qur'anic 

Jc us f u11ction as a model for Mubammad to a far greater extent tha11 he 

has before. The parallel between J e us and Mubammad are very clear at 

1nany points, pcrl1aps mo t strikingly in J e u ' appeal: ''Who will be n1y 

helpers unto God?'' (v. 52), wl1cre the word for ''helper '' (an~ar) i the 

ter1n u ~ cd of tl10 'e \vl10 bccarne Mul1an1mad' follower at Medi11a.21 
• 

'fhe dra1na of hu1nan rejection and divine vindication played out in the 

life of thi earlier me e11ger to the Jews thu serve to fore hadow 

Mul)a1nrnad' O\vn ituatior1, both encouraging him and warning hi 

Jewi h opponents of the ft1tility of their ho tility (vv. 55-6).24 

)thcr pa age from thi pha c reinforce the ame impre sion. In 

sura 61 J e ti i agai11 port1-a yecl a , a me senger of God addre ing the 

children of I rael, confirming the Torah, ummoning helpers (an~ar) 

and provoking a mixed re pon e among the J cw ; as at 3: 55-6, the 

downfall of the unbeliever an1ong them i al o guaranteed ( 61: 6, 14 ). 

An important additional detail here i that Jc u announce the coming 

of a future me enge1· ''who e 11a1ne sl1all be abmad'' ( 61: 6 ). Whether 
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the word a~mad should be tran lated as a name (a ver ion of 

Mu}:iammad), or a ccmore highly prai ed," the reference i cl arly to 

Mu}:iamn1ad; J e u i yet more clearly being pre ented as his 

forerunner. 25 

4: 153-62 is anoth r pa age of polemic again t the Jew of Medina. 

H re th catalogu of in ommitted by Jew of the pa t begins with 

events in the tim of Mo e (vv. 153-5). Tl1e diatribe co11tinuc : 

... and for their unbelief, ai1d their utteri11g again t Mary a mighty 

calumn 

a11d fo1· their aying, 

'We killed the Mes iah J esu on of Mary, the ines e11ger of God'' -

yet th y did not kill him, r1eithe1- ru ified l1im, 

only a likc11es of that wa how11 to tl1em ... 

they certainly did not kill him -

no indeed: God rai ed hi1n up to him elf ... ( 4: 156- 8) 

After the brief ref erencc to their accu ation again t Mary of immorality 

the focu here i on the Jew ' claim to ha,,e kill d J e u , which i 

rejected. Orthodox Mu lim commentators under tand thi pa ag to 

mean that Jesus did not di on the cro ; often they ugge t that 

someone el e (e.g. Juda ) died in hi place while God exalted Je u alive 

to heaven.26 Some non-Mu lim cholars have argued that the pa age 

doe not deny the reality of J e us' death, but rather denie that it wa 

the Jews who were ultimately responsible for this event; a cro s

reference to 8: 17 might even ugge t that the crucifixion of J e u sh uld 

be seen as a divine initiative. Appeal i made to other pa age ( uch a 3: 

55) which could be taken to imply that Je t1 truly died on the cro .
27 

However, it mu t be tre ed that even if it ould be c tabli hed that 

the Qur'an does teach tl1at Je u ge11uinely died on the cros and wa 

then rai ed by God to heaven, thi epi de would till ha t be 

interpreted within the Qur'anic frame of reference, which ha no place 

for idea of atonement. The death and re urrc tion of the rne enger 

Jesus would in that ca c be the pecific outworking in hi tory of the 

wider Qur'anic theme of God' vindication of hi ~ n1e engcr after 

their rejection by their unbelieving people; the event at the end f 

Je u ' earthly life would certainly not be een a the key moment in 

God's redemptive purpose for humanity .
28 

Although the que ti on of whether or not Jc u truly died on the 

cro is clearly of some significance for Mu lin1-Chri tian dial gue it 

need not be pursued further in thi context. Here we need simply to 

note that, h wevcr 4: 157 under tand what happened on the er , it 
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ential me age, which in context i directed to the Jew , i that their 

oppo ition to the me enger of God will ultimately be futile. 

Wl1erea in the econd of the Medinan pha e defined here the main 

thru t of pa sage about Jc u and Mary i polemical again t Jewish 

opp ition to Muhammad in the third pha the main thrust i critical 

of hristian beli f , reflecting Mubammad' ii1crea ed contact with 

hri tia11 in the la t year of th Medinan p riod. It hould, however, 

be clarified that the e pha e should not be under tood as totally 

di tinct in chronological term . Rather there i a certain amount of 

overlap between them. Some of the pa c1ge criti al of Chri tian 

belief (e.g. 4: 171-2) may date from the ~ ame time as pa age already 

examined which attack the J cw of Medina. Likcwi e, in th late t 

pha e the depiction of Je u can till erve the pt1rpo of polemic 

again t J ewi h opponent (e.g. 5: 78). Clearly Mubammad did not 

move overnight from a period of confli t with Jew to one f conflict 

with Chri tian ; pa age uch as 9: 29-35 reveal that both could be 

target of ur'anic polemic at the ame time. Neverthele , the pha e 

defined here do repre ent a u eful generali ation which convey 

omething of the changing audience and is ue addres ed by 

Mubam1nad. A we con ider thi final pha e we see how the Qur'anic 

ortrayal of Je ll and Mary acquire a new facet. They now appear 

not pri1narily a model for Mubammad but rather a figure at the 

heart of a theological controver y. A we aw earli r (when di cu ing 

43: 57-65), there may have been intin1ation of thi controvcr y even 

in the Mecca11 period but it i only in th later Medinan period that it 

really come to the f re. 

In th final year of th Medinan period it eem that there took 

place in Muhammad' attitude to Chri tian and Chri tianity ome

thing akin to hi earlier proce of di illu ionment with th J cw of 

Medina. he re ulting attitude of ho tility wa born both of 

theological c ntrover y and al o of political and military confli t 

e pccially with hri tian tribe t the north.29 At the heart of the 

theological contr ver y wa di agreement o er the tatu of Je u (and, 

to a le er extent, that of Mary). 

ne pa age concerned with the proper ta tu of J e u begins by 

warning hri ti an not to "exceed the bound " in their r ligion ( 4: 

171 · cf. 5: 77). Thi idea f "exc eding bound, " (ghuluw) i a good 

um1nary of what the ur'an ee a wr ng with hri tian attitude to 

J e u . The re pect prop r to a 1ne enger of God ha I t it m ring 

and drifted into idolatrou wor hip. 'fhi di torted under tanding of 

Jc u need to be corrected and there i therefore a repeated mpha i 
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on hi humanity; he may indeed have been an extraordinary human 

being, with his birth of a virgin, his miracles and (on the traditional 

reading) hi ascen ion to heaven without tasting death, but Jesus 

unambiguously belong in the category of that which is created. So the 

passage cited above continues: 

The Me iah, Je u son of Mary, wa only tl1 111e enger of God, 

and his word whi h he committed to Mary, a11d a pirit f1-on1 him. 

So believe in God and hi me e11ger , and do not ay ''Three.'' 

Ref rain: it is better for you. 

God is only one God. Glory be to him - that he hould l1ave a on! (4: 171 ) 

The high status of Jesus i affirmed here by a tring of honorific title . 

Again, however, it is important not to jump to conclusion about the 

significance in the Qur'an of title applied to J esu which also occur in 

the New Te tament. For example, the reference to Je us as God' 

"word" ca11not, in the wider Qur'anic context, be taken to imply 

anything reselllbling the pre-exi tent Logos of John's Go pel; Mu lim 

commentators tend to ee here an allusion to the divine word of 

command by which Jesus w as created. What is certainly clear i that 

the Qur'anic affirmation about J e u , however striking and di -

tinctive, are held within a clear insi tence that Je us was not God' 
on.30 

The pa sage cited above goes on to observe that ''the Messiah will 

not disdain to be a servant of God'' ( 4: 172; cf. 19: 30); i11 context the 

implication (again in contrast to the New Te tament) eem to be that 

servanthood and onship of God arc mutually exclu ive pos ibilities. 

Elsewhere the statu of J esu as a being created out of du t i 

reaffirmed by a comparison of hi1n with Adam (3: 59). Again, the 

normal humanity of both J e us a11d Mary i empha i d by the 

reminder that (like oth r mortals) ''they both ate food'' (5: 75). 111 

another pa age the Qur'anic Jesus himself peak out to disown the 

errors of Christians; when questioned by God as to whether l1c told 

people to take him and Mary ''a gods, apart from God," he in i ts: ''It 

is not min to say what I have no right to'' (5: 116). Some kind of 

Christian doctrine of the Trinity is probably in mind here, as al o at 5: 

73, where Chri tian arc reported a aying that "God i the third of 

three." The Qur'anic rejection of the idea that Je u could in any en c 

be divine obviou ly make all trinitarian language abot1t God out of 

the question, as we saw above: ''do not say 'Three''' ( 4: 171 ). 

It has been ob erved that some of the Qur'anic attack on belief 

held by Chri tian eem to be addre sing ideas which are not n rmally 
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con ider d orthodox Chri tianity. For exa1npl the repeated tate

n1ent '' od i the Me iah'' (5: 17 72) i far fr m being a recogni ed 

hri tian formt1lation of the doctrine of the incarnation. Likewi c a 

pa age quoted above (5: 116) might ugge t that the ur'an i 
re ponding to a conception of the Trinity which involved the wor hip 

·/ of Mary a one of the three p er on .31 ome have theref r argued that 

the ur an need not be thought h tile to rthodox Chri tianity per 

se, but only to certain di tortion of it. 12 There i not pace here for a 

proper a e sment of u ch argument but I am inclined to the view 

that although we 1nu t rccogni e tl1e heterodox nature of ome of the 

Chri tianity which Muhammad encountered, it i omcwhat unreali -

tic to think that repre entative of a more "main tream" Chri tian 

theology would have received a ignificantly m re po itive re pon e.
33 

Scripture 

W e aw that i11 the Meccan period there i an a umption that the 

me age brought by Mubammac.l tands in continuity with the 

cripture revealed through earlier mes engers. . .. I as tlmption i 

u ually expre ed in very general term without pecifying what 

cripturcs are in mind; we noted that there i only on pecific 

reference to ''the Book'' which wa given to J e u (19: 30). At Medina 

tbi a umptio11 conti11ues, although now, as a re ult of greater actual 

C()lltact with J cw and hri tian , the claim is made more often, and 

u ually rather more preci ely that the Qur'an confirm the Torah and/ 

o r the Go pel. The e earlier '" criptu1--e are under tood as precur r of 

the ur'an 11ot on]y in term of their content , but al o in term of the 

manner of their revelatio11. Thu , on the model of Mubammad's 

reception of the Qur'an the Go pel ( ingular, never plural) i een a 

having been " ent down' (3 : 3) or "taught" (3: 4 ) to J e u ; again, jt i 

important not to impo c ew Te tament notion of what a Go pel 

n1ight be, and of how di ciple mi ght have b en inv lved in it 
• • 

compo 1t1on. 

A uccinct tatement of the ur' an ' relation hip to the Torah and 

Go pel i give11 at tl1e begi11ning of sura 3: 

[ c;od] ha cnt down upon }' OU [M ul;an1111ad] the Book witl1 the truth, 

co11fi1·111ing wl1at w;;1, before it 

ar1cl 11e cr1t clow11 tl1e Torah a11(l the Go pel before ... (3 : 3- 4) 

The same hi tory f revelation i expounded at greater length at 5: 44-

50. 'J'hi ~ pa age begin wi th the ending down of "the 1 'o rah in which 
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i guidance and light" (v. 44); v. 46 describes God giving Jesus "the 

Gospel, in which i guidance and light, confir1ning the Torah before 

it"; finally, in v. 48, God speak to Muhammad of th revelation of the 

Qur'an: 

And we l1ave sent down to you the Book with tl1c trt1th, 

confi 1-n1ing the Book that wa before it, 

and a guardian over it (muhaymin 'alayhi). 

Since the tatus of the Qur'an i thu bound up with its relation hip to 

earlier criptures, it i natural tl1at believer are bidden to believe in tl1e 

plurality of book which God has revealed (2: 285; 4: 136 ). However, it 

is important to note the emphasis placed here on the authority or 

"guardianship" of the Qur'an over it criptural pre ur or , which are 

certainly viewed po itively, but only within a l1i tory of revelation 

which cul1ninates in the Qur'an. 

Little i aid about the actual contents of the Go pel (or of other 

earlier scriptures). One pa age, which compare believer to a eed / 

growing into a plant, adds that this i1nage is present in the Torah and the 

Gospel ( 48: 29). Another passage mention that the promise of Paradi e 

for tho e who die fighting "in the way of God" is present in the Torah, 

the Go pel and the Qur'an (9: 111). Perhaps mo t ignificantly 7: 157 

claims tl1at Mu~an11nad is written about in tl1e Torah and the Gospcl.34 

Again, the u11derlying story is of a continuity which culn1i11ates in tl1e 

Qur'an, Muhammad and th.e community of l1is follower . 

The impression given so far in this section is of tl1e Qur'an 's 

affirmation of earlier criptures, the Gospel among then1. Thi is not, 

however, the whole picture. The fact that mo t of the Jew and 

Christian encountered by Muhammad did not accept 11i clai1ns about 

himself and his mes age raises a very important que tion: if the Qur'an 

i the confirmation of the earlier scriptures, why do the Jew ai1d 

Chri tians, who read tho e criptures, not accept the Qur'an a , 

revelation and therefore also acknowledge Mubam1nad as 'l propl1et? 

This question, even though it may never be articulated explicitly in 

quite that form, appears to be the i sue which ma11y Medinan pa age 

are addrc ing. Various an wer to the proble1n arc ugge tcd, 111ai11ly 

rcspondi11g specifically to the rejection of Mubarnmad' 1nessage by 
Jews. De pite being addre cd to Jew rather tha11 Chri tians uch 

pas age are nevertheless relevant to thi tudy, botl1 becat1 e tl1c 

Torah i regarded a scripture by Chr·i tians a well a J cw a11d al o 

because later Medinan pa ages imply that the problem i e entially 

the same with both Jews a11d Christian~ (e.g. 5: 13-15, 68). 
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The pa age in que tion uggest a range of explanation a to why 

the People of th Book d not believe in the Qur'an. ome pa age 

ugge t that the actual text of their scripture ha been ta1npered with. 

For example, in re pon to Jewish unbeli f in Medina the Qur'an 

com111ent : 

... there i a party of th m tl1at l1ear God' word, and then, after tl1ey 

l1a c unc.ier to d it, k11owingly di tort it (yul;arrifunahu) ... 

o woe to tho c wl10 write tl1e Book with their own hand , t11e11 ay, 

'Thi i fron1 God'' ... (2: 75, 79; cf. 3: 78) 

Although no preci e account i given here of how (or when) such 

corruptio11 of the earli r cripture occurred, thi i an a cu ation 

whicl1 at lea t begin to provide a11 explanation for the apparent 

di crepancy between the e cripture and the Qur'an.35 Elsewhere 

tl1e Qur'a11 eem to be dealing with the ame problem in a cliff rent 

way by uggc ting i1ot that the te t of the earlier scripture have 

been corrupted but rather that the People of the Book are 

con ciou ly evading the te timony in their cripture to the truth 

brought by Multammad in the t1r'an. Thi idea i vividly conveyed 

at 2: 101: 

Wl1en there ha on1e to thern a 1ne c11ger fro1n God 

co11firming wh,1t wa with thern [i.e. their cripture], 

a party of them that were given the Book 

throw the Book of God bel1ind their back ~ , a if tl1ey did i1ot know. 

( f. 3: 187) 

In imilar vein, otl1er pa age peak f tho e who ''hide'' the truth in 

the earlier cripture (2: 174; cf. 2: 159). uch pa ages eem to imply 

that there i nothing wrong with the Torah and the Gospel in 

them elve , but that the problem lie with the way in which Jew a11d 

hri tian approach the c cripture . Thi also eem to be the en e of 

pa age calling on J cw and l1ri tian to '' b erve'' or '' e tabli h'' 
(aqama) the Torah and o pel (5: 66, 68· cf. 5: 47), an appeal which 

i1nplie a po itive view of the e ripture in their exi ting form. 

urthcr variant n thi general theme in lude the accu ation of 

d lib rate mi reading ("twi ting with th ir to11gue ," 4: 46· cf. 3: 78), 

and the id as that the People of the B ok only have "part of the Book" 

(4: 44, 51) or have forgotten part of their cripture (5: 13). 

It i fifficult to y temati e thi range f explanati n into one 

imple a ount of h w the ur'an under tand the cripture read by 

Jew and hri tian . For now, however, it i enough to ob erve that in 
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the Medinan period the cripture of the People of the Book are a 

subject about which the Qur'an repeatedly indicates di qui t. Some

thing ha gone wrong, whether in the actual text of the e cripture or 

in the way they ar being read, and thi explains why Jews and 

Chri tians fail to acknowledge the Qur'an a they should. 

Christians 

The two preceding ection have already given ome impre sion of the 

portrayal of Chri tian in Medinan pa age . We have een that 

Chri tian are critici cd for their view of Jc us and (along with Jews) 

for their corruption of the Bible, or at lea t for th ir failure to respond 

to it true message. Much el e i said by way of criticism of them in the 

M dinan period. Chri tians (like Jew ) arrogantly believe that only 

they will enter Paradi e (2: 111, 120, 135) and presumptuously call 

them elves ''God' hildren '' ( 5: 18). A in Meccan pa age , 

Christians are as ociated with disunity, divided among them elves 

(5 : 14), and disputing with the Jews (2: 113). They are oppo ed to the 

me sage brought by Mubammad, seeking in vain to extingui h the 

light of God (9: 32-3 ). Some of their doctrine and practice are een 

a 11nbelief (kufr) and idolatry (shirk) (5: 72-3· 9: 29-31), term u ually 

applied to outright pagan .36 Monasticism i a practice which God did 

not command (S7: 27) and Christian are accu ed of idolatro11 ly 

taking their monk a lord (9: 31 ); f11rthern1ore, t11onks and prie t are 

greedy for gold and ilver (9: 34-S ). On the practical level, Cl1ri tian 

are not to be taken a allies (awliya ') (S: S 1 ), and they are to be fought 

until, humbled, they pay a pecial tax v·izya, 9: 29). 

But that i not the whol picture. or example, de pite the n gativc 

image of monk ju t mentioned, there are a number of pa age whi h 

imply a warm respect f r Christian mona tici m (e.g. 3: 113-15; 22: 

40; 5: 82; possibly 24: 36-8); God has al o placed tenderne and 

mercy in the hearts of tho e who follow Je u (57: 27). Chri tian are 

een in a more po itive light than Jew (5: 82), and it is uggested that 

God has set Chri tian in power over Jew (3: SS· 61: 14), an 

ob ervation which would c rre pond with th political realitie f the 

day. o ial intercour e between Chri tian and Mu lim i mad 

po ibl by regulation nc rning f od and marriage (5: 5). inally 

and perhap mo t trikingly, godly Chri tian are promi d that they 

will be rewarded on the Last Day (2: 62; 5: 69). 

How, then, are we to explain the co-exi tcnce of thi negative ai1d 

po itive material on hri tian ? This i perhap the harde t que tion with 
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which thi tudy ha to deal.37 Here I will only mention certain po ible 

approache indicating ome of their trengths and limitations, but not 

claiming to arrive at a neat re olution. Although they come from different 

angle , the approache need not be totally exclu ive of one another. 

One approach i to po tulate the exi tence in Arabia of 

theologically di tinct tream of Chri tianity who e adherent 

re ponded differently to Mubammad and o are prai ed or criticised 

by the ur'an a cordingly.38 There may well be ome truth i11 thi 

approach although it i nece . arily omewhat peculative becau e of 

the difficulty involved in recon tructing exactly what kind of 

Chri tian were encountered by Mubammad. 

A11other approach wot1ld etnpha i e the chronol gical progrc ion 

- in Muhammad's attitude to Christian . Waardenburg, for example, 

write of the ''remarkable change in [Mubammad' ] attitude toward 

the Christian and Chri tianity '' in tl1e latter part of the Mcdinan 

pcriod.39 Likewi e Ca par sugge t that in Mubammad's relation 

witl1 both Jew and Chri tian there is on different time cale , a 

progre ion from ympathy to conflict to ''rupture," the total 

breakdown of relation .
40 

In general term thi eem undeniable· it 

i an analy i which also fits with the progre ion of thought outlined 

in the ection on Je u and Mary in Medinan passage , in which 

110 tility to C hri tian doctrine i much more pro11ounced in the later 

M cdinan period. However, it would be very diffict1lt to date all 

po itive ver es about Chri tian a early Medinan and all ho tile ver e 

a late, o although we can recognise a broad tre11d from po itive to 

negative attitude , it may be nece ary to think of different attit11de t 

Chri tia11 overlapping with one another to ome extent.41 

Another approach would argue that 1nt1ch or even all of the 

Medinan n1aterial which appear p itive about Chri tian i11 fact 

refer pecifically to Chri tians who are at ome tage in the proce of 

acknowledging th divine origin of the ur'an and joining the 

con1munity of Mubammad's follower .42 Thi argument can appeal t 

text u h a 5: 82-5 which begin with po iti e comment about 

hri tian prie t and n1onk (5 : 82), but then contin11e witl1 thi 

account of their reception of tl1e ur'an: 

And when they' l1ear wl1at ha been e11t dow11 to the 1nes e11ger 

) <)U ee their eyes overflow witl1 tca1· bec,1u of tl1e trutl1 they 

recogr11 ~c. 

Tl1cy ~ay: '' t1r Lord we believe; ~ o write u dow11 a111011g tl1e 

wit11e~se ." (5: 83) 

22 



Christianity in the Qur'an 

3: 199 i another pa age i11 which the Qur'an prai e mernber of the 

People of the Book who believe in what l1a been revealed to 

Mubammad. One could argue that such pa ages 1nake explicit what i 

as urned throughout the Qur'anic appeal to Chri tian , na1nely tl1at 

the proper response of Christians to the Qur'an is to acknowledge it as 

divine revelation and o become part of the Mu lim comn1unity.43 'fhis 

approach suggest that behind the apparently conflicting po itive and 

negative material 011 Cl1ri tian there i a coherent Qur'a111c attitude: 

on the assumption that they are ready to believe in the Qur'an 

Chri tian are seen po itively; where they disappoint that expectatior1, 

they are seen negatively. Thi approach has ii1 its favour that it does 

full ju tice to what mu t be taken as a datu1n central to thi c11quiry, 

the fact that, as Khoury puts it: "The Qur'anic polemic again t Jews ~ 

and Christians concentrate above all on the que tion of the / 

acknowledgement of Mubammad' pr phetic mi ion a11d tl1e 

genuinene of th ur'anic revelation. ,, 44 

However, there are pa age which do not fit easily with this 

approach. For exa1nplc, tl1c following ver c, mucl1 quoted by tho e 

keen to e tabli h a plurali tic under tanding of Islam, appear to 

promise entry into Paradi e not only for Mu lim but al o for godly 

Christian and other non-Mu lims, and without obviou ly de1na11ding 

th ir ''conversion'': 

Surely tho e tl1at believe, a11d the Jew , a11d tl1e Cl1ri tia11 , 

and t11e Sabaean , wl1oevcr believes ii1 God a11d the Last Day, 

and does righteous deeds - tl1eir wage await thcn1 with their I Jord, 

a11d no fear l1all be on tl1crn, 11eithcr hall tl1ey sorrow. (2 : 62· cf. 5: 69) 

Thi ver e certainly cause problen1 for the argum nt that it i only 

Cl1ri tians who come to believe in Mubam1nad and the Qur'an wl1 

are seen po itively. On the other hand, one 1nust also qt1estion the 

approach of those who i11terpret verse uch as 2: 62 and 5: 69 in 

i olatio11 fro1n their wider context. In both suras 2 and 5 tl1c wider 

concern is emphatically that the People of the Book hould believe ii1 

the Qur'an; the general impres ion gi en i certainly that "a 

Christianity not regarded a a harbinger of ... Mubamn1ad [i J not 

an acceptable creed in pite of it inonothei tic foundation. "
45 

If thi 

leave u , a I said, with ut a neat re olutio11, that indicate ~ the need 

for further study of thi cornplex que ti on, alway bearing in rnind that 

too neat a re olution might falsify ome a pect of Muba1nn1ad' 

evolving relationship with various Chri tian over a ig11ificant 

nu1nber of year . 

23 



David Marshall 

CONCLUSION 

A well a leaving certain que tion unre olved, this chapter has left 

many que tions largely untouched. As mentioned above, I have not 

explored the question of the ource of Muhammad' knowledge of 

Chri tianity. I have also cho en neither to di cuss the enigmatic Arabic 

ver ion of the name of Jesu in the Qur'an ('Isa), nor to comment in 

any detail on the significance of the variou titles applied to him by the 

Qur'an, nor to put together what one can of a "life of Je us" from the 

Qur'anic material. I have given little space to what might be thought 

crucial topics uch as whether or not the Qur'an teaches that Jesus 

died. 46 Such que ti on are of obvious significance to Chri tians; my 

concern, however, ha been not so much to consider the question 

which Chri tians may want an wered about the Qur'an, but rather to 

eek to under tand the material on Christianity as it take its place 

within the wider concern of the Qur'an. I hope that this chapter has 

hown that what the Qur'an says about Jesus and Mary, the Bible and 

Chri ti an i not an odd hotch otch of narratives and other fragment , 

but rather make very good ense within the patterns of the Qur'anic 

under tanding of God and humanity and against the backdrop of 

Muhammad' developing relationship with the variou groups which 

he addre e . 

One way of ummarising what ha emerged from this study is to 

peak of the relation hip between the ideal Christianity conceived of 

/ by Muha1nmad and the actual Chri tianity which he encountered. 

Thi di tinction is made well by Rahman: 

From the very tart of hi Call, the Prophet wa convinced that hi 

me age wa a continuation or, indeed, a revival of the earlier Prophet 

... Thi attitude i , however, 011 a purely theoretical or ideal religiou 

plane and ha no reference to the actual doctrine and practice of the 

"People of the Book" and the two mu t be di tingui hed.
47 

At the heart of the ur'an th re i a vision of religiou hi tory which 

include an ideal form of Christianity. Thi consi t of a J e us and a 

Mary who are precur ors of Muhammad; a cripture which i a 

precur or of the ur'an; and Chri tian who are precur ors of the 

follower of Muhammad. Initially, thi ideal understanding of 

hri tianity i not greatly challenged, but gradually the ideal collide 

with the actual. he ideal f a hri tianity which mu t find it proper 

goal in Mubammad and the ur'an run up again t the actual forms of 

Chri tianjt adhered to by the hri tian encountered by Muhammad . 

• 
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Their failure to acknowledge Mu.b.ammad and the Qur'an reveals that 

such Christians are distortions of what followers of Jesus should be; 

that they hold a distorted understanding of Jesus and Mary; and that 

they have distorted the scripture brought by Jesus. 

Christians hoping to understand how they and their faith appear to 

Muslims today may helpfully reflect on this relationship between the 

ideal and the actual in the Qur'anic understanding of Christianity. 

They will find that in a range of different ways the ideal and the actual 

serve as lenses through which Christians and Christianity continue to 

be viewed. To varying degrees Christians will find themselves affirmed 

as "People of the Book," somehow connected to the ideal, the true 

religion. But to varying degrees they will also find their actual beliefs 

and practices regarded as distortions of what they should be. 

NOTES 

1 Thi approach in1plie a certain understanding of the relation hip between 

Mubammad and the Qur'an. I take the Qur'an a a reliable record of 

Muhammad' preachi11g during the period 609-32 CE. I al o accept, in 

broad outline, the account of Mul).ammad's life during thi period which 

i given by the traditional Islamic source . It should be acknowledged that 

thi approach i que tioned by a number of We tern cholars. For an 

introduction to ome of the writer and i st1e involved in this debate ee -

the ''Excursus on I lamic Origi11 '' in David Wai11e , An Introduction to 

Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres , 1995) pp. 265-79. For 

further comments on the sense in which I take the Qur'an a a hi torical 

ource, and for a di cu ion of the approach a urned here to the dating of 

Qur'anic pa ages, see chapter one of my tL1dy God, Muhammad and the v 
Unbelievers (London: Curzon Pre , 1999). 

2 It i a comment on the need to be alert to one' pre t1ppo ition that I fir t 

defined this category simply as ''Je us.'' However, after further reflectio11 

on the Qur'anic material I revi ed this to ''Je u and Mary'' becau e, in 

contra t to the ew Testament, the Qur'an devote not much le 

attention to Mary than it doe to LJesu . Furthermore, the relation hip 

between Je u and Mary i constantly alluded to in the Qur'an due to it 

repeated reference to Je us a ''the on of Mary." 

3 These narratives are analysed in chapter three of my tL1dy God) 

Muhammad and the Unbelievers. 

4 Tran lations from the Qur'an are my own, bt1t are ba ed on ArthL1r J. 
Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (Oxford: Oxford Univer ity Pre , 1964). 
However, the y tern of ver e-numbering used here i that of the gyptian 

official edition, which i followed by mo t recent tran lation but not by 

Ar berry. 

5 There i not space in thi conte t to pur t1e the que tion of the ource of 

Qur'anic narrative uch a thi , a qL1e tion, ir1cidentally, wl1ich i 
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i11 0111p,1rible with t1·adit1onal Mt1 11n1 u11d r ta11ding of th i11 piration of 
tl1e Qur'a11. ot1r e are di cu ed i11 work u h a D. id r ky Les 
Origines des L£ ~g endes Musulmanes dans le Coran et dans Les Vies des 

Prophetes (Pari : I"' il1rairie Or1entali t PaL1l GeL1tl111er 1933) and 

H einricl1 peycr, Die Biblischen Erzahlungen im Qoran (Hilde heim: 

Georg 01111 Verlag, 197 1). 

6 t ~ or furth r par(.111 l b twee11 Mt1l1a n1111ad and Mary, eal Robin on, 

'Je LI and Mai~) ' i11 tl1e Qur' a11: ~ on1 gl cted ffin1ti e ' Religion 20 

( 1990) pp. 161-75. 
7 ee H eikk1 Rc1i a11en' omme11t 011 p. 126 of ''The Portrait of Je t1 in the 

Qt1r an: Refl ct1011 of a Biblical holar," The Muslzrn World 70 ('1980) 

pp. ]_22-33 . 

8 111 the Qur'a11 Je ~ L1 i de ribed botl1 a c.1 prophet (nabf), a h re, and a a 

n1e enger (rasul, e.g. 3: 49; 5: 75; 6J: 6) . On tl1e relatio11 hi11 betwee11 

tl1e~e tWC) terr11 e W. M. Watt ,111d R. Bell Introduction to the Qur'an 

( ""l di11bL1rgh: cii11l)urgh Univer'" 1ty Pre , 1970), pp. 28-9. For a urvey of 

th title of J tl i11 the Qur an e C1 C)ffr y Parrinder j e us zn the Qur'an 
(Lo11do11: raber ar1d Fe:1ber, 196 ,..), ha pt r fc)Uf. 

9 Thi i 011 1·eadi11g of a fa1110L1 ly ol1'" ur pa ~clg wl1icl1 Arberry 
tran 1c1te ' It 1 k11owledge of th l1ot1r, ,, with th reference of , .. 1t'' 

t111 pecified. Pc.1 ret ~t1pport the readi11g I have give11· e Rudi Paret, D er 
Koran: Kommentar und Konkordanz ( tuttgart: Kohlha111me1·, 1989) 

fot1rth ed1tio11, ad loc. E chatological ig11ificance al o ee1n to atta h to 

,J u i 11 a Medi 11 <1 11 i-1 a age ( 4: 15 9 ) . 
~ 10 e . Buhl' di ct1 io11 of the qt1 t1011 ' Wl1e11 did Mt1l1an1111ad begin to 

riti i e Cl1r i tia11ity?, ,, pp. 106-8 c>f ZL1r Kura11 e g e '' Acta 

Ortentalia ~ 3, 1924 pp. 97-108. 

11 For the for1n r i11terpretat1on ee Paret, Kommentar, ad Jo ; for the latter 

e Rich<:1rd Bell., A Commentary on the Qur'an (Ma11 he t r: Ma11che ter 

Un1ver ity l)re , 199 1) ad loc. 

12 7: 157, wl11cl1 refer to the injfl (Go .. pel) i very probably Medin ~ 1n; all 

otl1er refere11cc~ tc) the zn;zl are defi11itely M ed1na11. 

I W. Mo11tgo111ery Watt Muhammad at Mecca (0 ford: ford Univ r 1ty 

Pre 1953 ) p. 27. for a co11tra ti11g vi w ee azlur Ral1n1a11 ' Major 
Themes of the Qur'an (M1nneapoli : B1bliothe a I lamica ·1989 ( ond 

ed1t1on)), l1c1ptcr eight and the t\VO a1)pend1 e . 

14 Ri hard Bell, 7,J;e Origin of Islam zn its Christian Environment (Londo11: 

Macmilla11 1926) p. 147. 
l ther·~ 11ave ~ee11 the pa age a ({ep1cting an e chatological ene. Watt 

defends the re,1cli11g given above i 11 l1i arti le The M e11 of the Ukhdud'' 

i11 1llia111 1011tgc)n1ery Watt J:'arly Islam ( di11bt1rgh: .. di11burgh 

l Jniver it)' l)1·e , 19 90) pp. 5 4-6. 

16 Bell, Commenta,·y c1Ci lo . e al 0 l)ar t' article 0 11 ''cl l1ab al-kahf' i11 
TJ1e Enc) clopaedia of Islam ( ecc)11d edition) . 

17 ee Bell, Cornr;ierztary ad loc. 

18 ee Willia111 Mc)11tg<)tnery Watt Companion to the Qur'an (0 ford: 
Onewc_1rld I 994 ) <ld loc. 

19 6: 20 ha ofte11 b e11 taken a c:l Medinan i115ertion into a Mecca11 sura (e.g. 

Tafsfr al-jalalciyn., e:1 traditional 111edi ~1e al "'ommentar ). Th pre n e of 
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M dinan paral lel 1n sura 2 (particularly at . l 46, and al o to ome 

e t 11t at vv. 8 9 and 144) n1ight eem to bol t r this argu111e11t. However 

a Meccan origin for 6: 20 and 6: 114 i t1gge ted by the contra ting way 

in which suras 6 a11d 2 apply the cla1n1 that tl1e People of th Bo(>k 

re ogni e the Qur'an/Mt1ha1nn1ad ''a they recogni e their on . ' 111 sura 6 
thi laim appear to be co11tra ted witl1 the unbelief c)f tl1e M c a11 

idolater ; the People of the Book are thu presented po itively a wit11c se 

in upport of Mubammad. In sura 2, howev r, the fact that tl1 P ople t)f 

the Book can e the truth ab()Ut ML1bamn1ad e:1nd tl1e Qur'an i et withi11 

a onte t of polemi again t their reft1 al t<> a knowledge Mt1ha1nn1<:1d. 

The empha i i on how perver e tl1ey ar in th ir on iou eva ion of tl1e 

truth. The different LI e c)f the ame i111age in the e two differ nt co11te t 

i thu an illun1inat1ng comm nt on both the continuity in Mt1ha1nn1ad' 

fundamental as t1mption aboL1t the P ople of the Book and al o tl1e 

di appointment he e perienced in hi actt1al e11 ot1nter witl1 th 1n. 

20 ee Major Themes, e.g. p. 137. 
21 ee Buhl, 'Zur Kur,1ne ege e., ' pp. 106-8 . .. u h a11ti- hri ti <:1n pol n1ic i 

xpli it t 19: 34-5 the quel to the 11arrat1v aboL1t the birth of J ti . 

There are, however trong tyli tic grot1nd for beli ving that the'" e v r e .. 

ar a later addition ( ee Paret, Kommentar, ad loc; Bell, Commentary, a(i 

loc). 

22 Reader of the ew Ti tament will be f ~ 1miliar with the importa11ce <)f the 

que tion ''Who are the true de cendant C)f Al)raham?'' ~ ee e peci~1lly 

Paul' letter to the Roman and the Gal~1tian \. . 

23 11oth r intere ti11g p<:1rallel between th e_ i)eri 11ce of Mt1l).<:11nn1ad a11d 

Je Ll i ugge ted i11 the de cription of the plotti11g of th J w ~ 1g,1in t 
.J e u : ''and th y schen1ed, and od chen1cci, a11d God i the lJe ~ r of 

hemer '' (v. 54). Almo '" t e actly tl1e an1e word ar LI ed <)f 

Mt1han1mad' experi n e at 8: 30, ~ 1dmitted1y referr111g i11 that C<)nte t 

not to Mubammad' C<)11flict with the Jew but to od' d l1vera11ce ()f 

l1i1n from the murderou plots of the M ccan . 

24 he pa age imn1ed1ately following thi .. lo11g 11arrat1ve ection ( : 59-64) 

i a polemic again t Cl1ri tian idea abot1t Jec;t1 and i traclitic)n ~ 1lly 

beli ved to date from very lat in the Med111c:1n period when M11h(l111mc1d 

argued with a d putation of hri tian ~ fron1 ajra11 ( ee Mt1ha111111ad 

A ad, The Message of the Qur'an (Gil1raltc1r: Dar al- ndalt1 1980) r1. 48, 

p. 76; Bell (Commentary, ad loc.) al '" o L1ggest a later dat . 

2 5 Watt i1ote that ''Ahmad wa .. nc)t given <: 1~ a nan1 t<) Mu lim ch1lcire11 t111til 

a hundred year aft r the Hijra '' (Companion, ad loc.), anci el ewhere 

argt1e at greater l 11gth that at 61: 6 '' ahrnad'" hot1ld be tc1krn <1 ~ ~ 1 

comparative ad1ective ( e hi article ' Hi a111e i Abmad ,, Ill z:arl.>' 
Islam, pp. 43-,50). 

26 or detail ee chapter 12 and 13 of al Robiri ~ C)n Christ in I lam anti 

Christianity ( lbany: U Y Pre, , 1991 ). 

27 e Parrinder ]esu) in the Qur'an, hc1pt 1· J l, . p cially pp. l 19- 21. 
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(1avin D'Costa (ed.), Resurrection Reconsidered (0 ford: 011ew<>rlli 
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