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Foreword

for readers who love history, this study of John of Damascus promises much. 
he is considered by the roman catholic church as the last of the church 
fathers and, as such, his name is uttered in the same breath as the greatest 
names in early christian history, including tertullian, augustine, iraneaus 
and clement of alexandria. together these men and the other church fa-
thers succeeded in articulating christian doctrine in all its complexity.

an engagement with John of Damascus represents a journey into a 
fascinating past. But this great man is far from being simply an artefact of 
history. The world that he lived in was dynamically changing. The great 
Western roman empire had given way to the eastern empire, centred on 
Byzantium, which had seen periods of greatness but was facing a mortal 
enemy in the form of the islamic caliphate.

indeed, John of Damascus was experiencing the challenge of islam 
firsthand. The great christian centre of Damascus had capitulated to the ad-
vancing islamic armies 40 years before John’s birth. Damascus had become 
the capital of the islamic umayyad dynasty, and John’s own father held a 
high position in the bureaucracy serving the caliph himself.

so although John is a key historical figure, he has a particular rel-
evance for today’s world. he felt called to develop sharply-honed apologetic 
tools to respond to the challenges to christianity being posed by muslim 
theologians. Dr Janosik rightly calls him the first apologist to the muslims.

today the christian world is being similarly challenged by resurgent 
islam. That challenge takes many forms: movement of populations, as also 
occurred in John’s time; doctrinal challenges, as John experienced himself; 
and a quest for political supremacy through a growing caliphate move-
ment, which John witnessed in full flight.

so this study by Dr Daniel Janosik is extremely timely. today the is-
lamic world is in turmoil, triggering substantial muslim migrations into 
post-christian europe. This is a significant watershed moment in history, as 



Forewordxii

was the period during which John of Damascus lived. in this book, Daniel 
Janosik has given John a voice in the present day through his analysis of 
John’s life and works, including those of his writings of greatest relevance to 
christian-muslim relations.

readers of this work will be equipped not only with insights into early 
christian history but also with tools to respond to the challenge of islam to 
the church today.

Professor Peter G Riddell
Melbourne

February 2016
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Preface

John of Damascus was the first major theologian to confront early islamic 
beliefs. his treatise, Orthodox Faith, a systemization of the christian teach-
ings from the first seven centuries, provided him with a basis for under-
standing the tenets of christianity in contradistinction to islam. his two 
works on islam, the Heresy of the Ishmaelites and the Disputation between 
a Christian and a Saracen, were written in response to the religious and 
political pressure of this new form of monotheism, which John viewed as 
a christian heresy. Through these works, which engaged islam, John de-
veloped an apologetic model that presented christianity as the one true 
faith. This model employed three steps: a statement of the heresies’ tenets, 
an explanation of the heresies’ errors, and finally a counter argument that 
used logical reasoning supported by scripture. This apologetic approach 
was developed further by his successors.

This book explores in detail the way in which John of Damascus in-
teracted apologetically with early islamic beliefs. it re-assesses biographi-
cal facts about John and critically examines authenticity issues connected 
to his two works on islam. most importantly, this book seeks to present a 
clear theological exploration of John’s doctrine of the trinity, so that the 
reader can better understand his significant apologetic assessment of what 
he called the heretical views of the ishmaelites. 

The analysis of John’s two works on islam provides the modern reader 
with invaluable insight into the theological controversies of the eighth cen-
tury as well as a critical contextualization of islam’s early development with-
in its larger contemporary christian community. ultimately, these writings 
of John of Damascus on islam —especially his explanation and defense of 
the trinity—illustrate the historical and apologetical nature of the first ar-
guments on the trinity between a christian theologian and the muslims.

Daniel Janosik, phD
march 2016
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The Development of the Trinity  
through Controversy

IntroductIon

John of Damascus, in his treatise Heresy of the Ishmaelites, called muham-
mad a “false prophet” and referred to the religion that muhammad started 
as the “forerunner of the anti-christ.”1 as one of the first major theologians 
to confront what he called a “heresy,” John believed that it was his duty to 
protect believers from what he viewed to be false beliefs.2 Therefore, he took 
it upon himself to summarize the preceding seven centuries of orthodox 
christian faith in order to provide a theological foundation for christians 
living among the muslims. he also developed two works, the Heresy of the 

1. John of Damascus, Heresy of the Ishmaelites (her). The author’s translation is 
from the critical text by Kotter, Die Schriften Des Johannes Von Damaskos, iV, lines 2 
and 10, page 60. future citations will employ the format of her for the heresy of the 
ishmaelites followed by the lines in Kotter’s arrangement, such as her 2 and 10. The 
full translation of this work by the author is found in the appendix.

2. louth, St. John Damascene, 77. griffith points out that anastasios in the 690s, 
like John at a later time, also considered islam a kind of christian heresy: griffith, 
Shadow, 31–32.
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Ishmaelites and the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen, in or-
der to warn christians of the dangers of the new beliefs,3 to demonstrate 
the rational basis of christianity, and to provide a model for refuting the 
challenges of islam. in writing both doctrinal explanations and apologetic 
admonitions, John followed the pattern of theologians such as origen and 
augustine,4 who responded to the pressing heresies of their day by articu-
lating more precise explanations of the doctrines they were promoting as 
well as addressing perceived, and real, theological weaknesses. as george 
Williams writes in his preface to a book by harold Brown on orthodoxy 
and heresy, “the clear truth of and about Jesus christ and the only begotten 
son among the Three persons of the trinity was gained only after centuries 
of theological debate and conciliar clarification and definitions.”5 it is often 
easier to explain what something is by showing what it is not. Thus, the 
church fathers were able to clarify and purify christian doctrine as they 
contrasted it with the heretical views that threatened the existence of the 
early church.

harold Brown explains the necessary relationship between heresy and 
orthodoxy when he writes,

heresy, as we said earlier, presupposes orthodoxy. and, curi-
ously enough, it is heresy that offers us some of the best evidence 
for orthodoxy, for while heresy is often very explicit in the first 
centuries of christianity, orthodoxy is often only implicit. if we 
hope, today, that the orthodoxy we believe is the “faith once de-
livered to the saints” (Jude v. 3), then it is necessary to assume 
that it is older than heresy. But heresy appears on the historical 
record earlier, and is better documented, than what most of the 
church came to call orthodoxy. how then can heresy be young-
er, orthodoxy more original? The answer is that orthodoxy was 
there from the beginning, and heresy reflected it. sometimes 
one catches a glimpse of another person or object in a mirror or 
a lake before seeing the original. But the original preceded the 
reflection, and our perception of it. The same, we would argue, 
is true of orthodoxy—the original—and heresy—the reflection. 
The heresy we frequently see first, but orthodoxy preceded it.6 

3. see armour, Islam, Christianity, and the West, 41.
4. origen would be represented with his theological work De Principiis and au-

gustine with his City of God, as well as their numerous writings against the heresies 
prominent in their day.

5. Brown, Heresies, xix.
6. ibid., 4.



The Development of the Trinity through Controversy 3

for harold Brown, heresy was a response, or reaction to the orthodoxy 
that was there from the beginning but had yet to be articulated in a sys-
tematic and universally acceptable formulation. according to this view, the 
heresies forced the early theologians to define and develop the doctrine that 
reflected the truth in scripture because otherwise false belief would prevail 
and sabotage the true faith. however, while it is evident that the defense 
against heresies brought greater doctrinal clarity to the orthodox position, 
the “received view” that orthodoxy predates heresy has become a highly 
controversial claim.7

in the 1960s, Walter Bauer argued that orthodoxy was simply the be-
liefs of those who were the winners, and therefore the heretical views may 
have once been orthodox views that simply lost out to the stronger factions.8 
more recently, theologians argue that Bauer’s view is not supported very 
well by history.9 according to alister mcgrath, it is not so much that there 
was an orthodox position and a heterodox position, but rather that there 
were competing positions which would reveal their adequacy in the test of 
time.10 Those who were later named as heretics may have had the best of 
intentions, but their theological explanations were not faithful to scripture 
and failed to adequately represent theological truth. orthodoxy, then, de-
veloped as an “emergent phenomenon,” a type of “proto-orthodoxy” that 
rose to the top and prevailed because it best reflected the truth of the scrip-
tures.11 Wrong ideas had to be cast off or otherwise they would destroy the 
true faith, which, by the end of the fourth century, became synonymous 
with orthodoxy. as one writer describes the apologetic treatises against the 
distortions caused by heresy, he explains that,

for the church, this was a crisis of some urgency, because doc-
trine was not something incidental to christian faith. it was es-
sential. to believe in the Jesus of the Docetists or the gnostics 
was to believe in a false messiah. Jesus christ was true god 
and true man. false doctrine obscured and distorted these all-
important facts and so offered a vastly different person in the 
place of Jesus.12 

7. Μcgrath, Heresy, 61–80.
8. Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy, xxi–xxv. Baur’s influence is still seen in pagels, 

Gnostic Gospels, xxxvi.
9. Μcgrath, Heresy, 81. see also ehrman , Lost Christianities, 172–80.
10. ibid., 62–72.
11. Μcgrath, Heresy, 79.
12. aquilina, The Fathers of The Church, 20.
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heretics, however, were important in the whole process because their 
errors or exaggerations had to be addressed, and in working out the solu-
tions, better ideas were developed and more precise language was creat-
ed.13 also, the heretics were often more innovative, and their explanations 
were driven by a desire to make better sense of theological mysteries. as 
harold Brown notes, “in a sense, the first heretics were the more sophis-
ticated and more intellectual christians. Their faith immediately sought 
understanding.”14 however, they were impatient with the slow process of 
testing and approving ideas that would best represent scripture and often 
ended up distorting the early forms of christian doctrine. Brown concludes 
that “although the explanations proposed by the first heretics did not win 
acceptance from the church as a whole, they challenged it to produce better 
interpretations.”15 in the end, then, orthodox doctrine won out not because 
it was promoted by the victors, but because the orthodox explanations were 
more precise in their terminology, more logical in their teachings and more 
faithful to scripture. 

The Challenge of Apologetics

Throughout history, the church has met the challenges of heresy and cul-
tural pressures by formulating creeds to define the orthodox and biblical 
stance of the church. it was essential, however, for the church to continu-
ally re-contextualize these doctrines and creeds through apologetic means, 
for each century would bring its own unique forms of heresy. for example, 
athanasius was one who realized that innovation was necessary if the he-
retical claims of arius were to be laid to rest by a more adequate orthodox 
solution.16 Better explanations and more precise language were needed in 
order to express doctrinal integrity and develop a doctrinal formula that 
would be consistent with scripture and descriptive of the true relationship 
between the unity of god and the distinctions within the three persons of 
the trinity. as athanasius dealt with the aberrant theology of arius, he was 
able to retain the core of scriptural truth and wrap around it a contextual 
formula of the trinity that rested on the incremental contributions of many 

13. lane remarked, “heretics often provided a great service to the church. for ex-
ample, marcion rejected the old testament and the gospels of matthew, mark, and 
John, thus forcing the church to define the new testament canon. arius, in denying 
the deity of christ, made the church articulate the doctrine that became most crucial to 
christianity.” lane, “heresy in The early church,” 2–3.

14. Brown, Heresies, 27–28.
15. ibid., 28.
16. Μcgrath, Heresy, 66–67.
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other theologians as they all sought to be clearer in their explanations and 
more precise in their use of terms. This doctrine was then crystallized into 
creeds, but these creeds would still need to be re-interpreted in future 
times and re-contextualized as new misunderstandings challenged ortho-
doxy. otherwise, a fossilized creed was in danger of being distorted by a 
heterodox view and eventually subsumed by false doctrine. This is what 
occurred in the time of John of Damascus when islam came to represent a 
challenge to the core doctrines of christianity and to centuries of carefully 
constructed theology. in defending the orthodox position, John would need 
to summarize the doctrine of the christian church up through the eighth 
century and then develop an appropriate apologetic that would defend as 
well as refute. This pattern was established in the early church as the church 
fathers hammered out the doctrine of the trinity in the midst of heresies 
and other controversies. With this in mind, let us first go back and trace the 
development of the trinity up until the time of John of Damascus. Then, 
when we study John’s writings on islam, especially his explanation and de-
fense of the trinity, we will gain a deeper appreciation of the historical and 
apologetical nature of the first arguments on the trinity between a christian 
theologian and the muslims. 

the development of the trInIty through 
controversy

an overview of the first seven centuries of the development of the doctrine 
of the trinity through controversy is important for a number of reasons. 
first, this study provides the foundation for exploring the relationship 
between theology and apologetics in the process of the formation of the 
doctrine of the trinity, which John of Damascus will contribute to in his 
own response to the heresies of his day. second, this overview provides 
points of comparison between the theologians who helped develop the 
doctrine of the trinity and John’s later summary of their ideas in his own 
writings. Third, understanding the pattern of how the earlier theologians 
dealt with heresies and being familiar with the arguments used will aid in a 
more accurate assessment of John’s own arguments and analysis. fourth, the 
earlier examples of how re-contextualization of the doctrine of the trinity 
was necessary as time progressed and new heresies arose will illustrate the 
importance of John’s work in re-contextualizing the doctrine of the trinity 
in his defense of christianity against islam for his own time.

What is the role of controversy in the development of the doctrine 
of the trinity? how was heresy used to spur on orthodoxy in regard to the 
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trinity? What re-invented heterodoxical challenges needed to be contextu-
alized with clearer language and updated interpretations? This brief study 
will document how various theologians countered specific heresies, how 
their struggles to “hammer out” better explanations led to the use of in-
novative language and greater clarity, and how, after they had formulated 
the doctrine of the trinity in the nicene creed, they were faced with having 
to re-contextualize the doctrine as new and re-invented heresies arose over 
time to challenge the orthodox position. This overview will also explain 
how heresies tend to go to one extreme or the other. in regard to the trinity, 
they tend to emphasize either the unity of god or the distinctions of the 
three persons. only what became known as orthodoxy could balance the 
two extremes.

Early Church (33–100)

in the period of the early church the apostles, especially peter, John and 
paul, defended the “faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints” (Jude 
3) against various challenges. Believers were called “tritheists” because they 
were thought to worship three gods. They were threatened by Docetism,17 a 
form of gnosticism, which taught that Jesus was in reality a spiritual being, 
in the appearance of a man, and that he only appeared to suffer and die.18 
finally, early christians were slandered, persecuted, and martyred by the 
roman empire. Yet in the midst of these trials, they held fast to their faith, 
which was often expressed in simple creedal statements like “Jesus is lord.” 
They also recited the triadic formula, “in the name of the father, and the 
son, and the holy ghost,” at baptisms, but this seemed to have been ac-
cepted without much introspection (matthew 28:19).19 

The first christians understood that “father, son and holy spirit,” 
somehow still related to “one god” though they had not worked out the 
relationship at this time. The relationship between the “one god and three 
persons” was accepted as something beyond the understanding, but still 
essential for belief. They knew, somehow, that the father is god, the son 
is god, the holy spirit is god; that the son is not father, the holy spirit 
is not the son or the father, and that there is only one god. Thus, the task 
of early christians was to explain how the three persons, father, son and 
holy spirit, could all be called god and yet to maintain that there is only 
one god. 

17. from the greek δοκέω, “to seem.”
18. see 1 John 4:2–3 and 1 tim 6:20–21.
19. letham, Holy Trinity, 89.
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The Apostolic Fathers (100–150)

The apostolic fathers also faced roman persecution, charges of polytheism, 
and an increase in gnostic heresies. gnosticism taught, among other things, 
a dualism that identified matter as evil and everything spiritual as good. 
Therefore, since matter was evil, the god who created the earth was also 
evil. Docetism, as stated above, was a heresy that derived from gnosticism 
and taught that since Jesus was good he must have been only spiritual. Thus, 
he must have only appeared to be a man in a physical body and the “christ 
spirit” must have left him on the cross since, being spiritual, he could not 
die. This presented a problem to the apostolic fathers because a christ who 
was not physical could not pay the penalty for physical man’s sin. The chal-
lenge was to show that christ physically suffered, died, and arose again from 
the dead as one who was fully human and not just a spirit. 

Ignatius (30–107)

one of the first apostolic fathers to take up this challenge was ignatius, 
the bishop of antioch and a possible disciple of the apostle John. ignatius 
frequently referred to Jesus as god and taught that the son has been coex-
istent with the father from before time. he also spoke out strongly against 
Docetic beliefs by emphasizing that Jesus truly came in the flesh and was not 
a merely a spiritual apparition.20 in the epistle to the magnesians, ignatius 
made the claim that Jesus christ was “with the father before the beginning 
of time.”21 Thus, we have someone early in the second century, who was con-
nected with the apostle John, clearly state that Jesus christ was not merely a 
spiritual being, but rather came in the flesh to redeem the flesh. he was also 
with the father before the beginning of time and was one of three who were 
worshiped as god.

Polycarp (69–155)

polycarp was another christian leader at this time who, in the face of ro-
man persecution, gave his life to proclaim the truth about god. polycarp 
was the Bishop of smyrna and also a disciple of the apostle John (“hearer of 
John,”). he was martyred in the roman arena, but before his death he gave 
a clear triadic confession of god in letters to the christians of asia minor. 

20. ignatius, Epistle to the Trallians 9; in schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, 2:11–12. 
21. Epistle to the Magnesians 6:1; anf 1:61.
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o lord god almighty, Father of your beloved Son Jesus christ 
. . . i bless you because you have considered me worthy of this 
day and hour, that i might receive a place among the number 
of the martyrs . . . to the resurrection to eternal life . . . in the 
incorruptibility of the Holy Spirit.”22 

Clement of Rome (c. 96)

clement, an early bishop of rome (c. 96), and often termed the first ap-
ostolic father of the early church,23 also repeatedly refers to the father, son 
and holy spirit in his writings. for example, he writes in his epistle to the 
corinthians, “Do we not have one God and one Christ and one Spirit of grace 
which was poured out upon us? and is there not one calling in christ?”24 

These references to the father, son and holy spirit were attempts to 
reaffirm what the scriptures were stating, but they were also appeals to be-
lievers to recognize that their beliefs were often in sharp contrast to the 
heresies that were challenging the church. however, there was still confu-
sion about the father and the son, and the son and the holy spirit in the 
post-apostolic age. This was clarified more in the time of the apologists of 
the second century.

Second- and Third-Century Apologists and Polemicists (AD 
150–325)

The claims of tritheism in the time of the apostles continued to be an issue 
on into the second century. as is often the case, some christians swung to 
the opposite side and began promoting a modalistic view of god. While 
tritheism claims that there are three separate gods, modalism holds that the 
three divine persons were all incarnated in christ, and therefore the father 
died on the cross.25 “Where tritheism sacrificed the vital identity of father, 
son, and holy spirit to their multiplicity, the opposite heresy of modalism 
took monotheism so rigidly that it sacrificed the multiplicity of the divine 
persons to their unity.”26 roger olson adds that, “almost inevitably, it seems, 

22. The Martyrdom of Polycarp 14:1–2; anf 1:42. emphases throughout are my 
own.

23. “clement of rome, st.,” s.v. cross, ed., Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. 
24. 1 Clement 46:6; anf 1:17.
25. This is known as patripassianism.
26. o’collins, Tripersonal God, 86.
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heresy erupts in the patristic period when people try to say too much, rather 
than too little.”27 often it is easier to go to either extreme rather than remain 
in the center of biblical tension.28 That is what happened with those who 
tried to explain the relationship between god’s unity and the separate dis-
tinctions between the father, son and holy spirit. on the one hand, those 
who stressed plurality in the godhead over unity could end up with a belief 
in three separate gods working together. This latter charge of tritheism led 
to christians being condemned as polytheists.29 

on the other hand, the modalists, like sibellius and praxeas, stressed 
unity over distinctions of persons. They argued that god can only have one 
nature, so he must have expressed that one nature interchangeably as father, 
son and holy spirit in his roles consecutively as creator, savior and com-
forter. in this way there are not three persons, but rather one person with 
three different roles and corresponding names. however, this extreme also 
leads to a deficient understanding of the relationship between the one and 
the three.

arius taught another view that became heretical because his strong 
emphasis on “the absolute unity of the monad . . . denied the possibility of 
any multiplicity in unity”30 and led to a subordinate view of the son. arius’ 
way of holding to a belief in one god was to identify the inherent oneness 
of god’s nature with only the father. Therefore, since the son was a different 
person from the father, he must be subordinate to the father. at best, the 
son was a lesser nature emanating from the father and created at a point 
before the creation of the world as the logos of god was transferred to a 
created body. With a presupposition that led him to believe that the son 
could not have the same nature as the father, there was no way that arius 
could resolve this impasse.31

27. olson and hall, The Trinity, 27.
28. robertson mcQuilkin, president emeritus of columbia international univer-

sity, is well known for saying that “it is easier to go to a consistent extreme than remain 
in the center of biblical tension.”

29. While working out the correct terminology between the Western and eastern 
branches of the church leading up to the council of constantinople in 381, each side 
accused the other of “tritheism” or “polytheism” due to the misunderstanding of each 
other’s preferred terms for “essence” and “persons.” The cappadocian fathers were in-
strumental in clarifying this issue and settling the dispute.

30. Beisner, God in Three Persons, 113.
31. some scholars, like plantinga Jr., have argued that arianism is also a form of 

tritheism because arians believed that there were three separate beings that were wor-
shiped. The father was the only uncreated god, but because the son was ontologically 
separated from the rest of creation, even though in their view he was the first created 
being, he was superior to the creation and should receive worship as a deity. The holy 
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only the orthodox view is able to solve this dilemma and remain at 
the “center of biblical tension.” Both unity and distinction are emphasized 
when god is understood as having one nature (ousia) in three persons (hy-
postases). The three persons are equally god and the one god is equally 
represented in each of the three persons. This view not only explains the 
relationship between god’s unity and each person’s distinctiveness, but it 
also best represents the scriptural belief in only one god and yet the practice 
of worshiping the father, son and holy spirit. 

Justin Martyr (110–65) 

one of the most prominent and capable apologists during this period was 
Justin martyr, a pagan-turned-philosopher-turned-apologist. Justin used 
his skill as a writer to refute the heretics and further the kingdom of christ. 
two of the heresies that he rejected in his writings were gnostic dualism 
and marcionism. marcion was a gnostic heretic who taught that there were 
two gods. he rejected the wrathful, imperfect “god of the old testament” as 
a vengeful god of war and taught that the spiritual father revealed himself in 
Jesus christ as the “spirit of salvation.” Thus, since marcion did not believe 
that god could die, Jesus could not have died on the cross. as a Docetist, he 
even denied that Jesus was truly incarnate.32 

in response to marcion, and in regard to trinitarian issues, Justin be-
gan to clarify the relationship between the father and the son, promoting 
the divinity of christ and also explaining that christ has a distinct func-
tion in relation to the father.33 for example, in his second apology, Justin 
expresses his ideas concerning the relationship of christ to god the father 
when he says the son “is with god and is begotten before all creation.”34 

spirit was also seen as separate from creation and worthy of worship as well. Thus, since 
arians worshiped and believed in three deities, even though they were not considered 
to be consubstantial or co-eternal, their beliefs should still be considered to be a form of 
tritheism. The problem with this view is that it rests on who is worthy to be worshiped 
rather than the nature of the personhood of the one god, which is the basis of the unity 
vs. plurality issue. see plantinga Jr., “social trinity and tritheism,” 20. 

32. Brown, Heresies, 60–66.
33. house, Charts of Christian Theology And Doctrine, 43.
34. Second Apology 6; anf 1:190. “The father of all has no name given him, since 

he is unbegotten. for a being who has a name imposed on him has an elder to give him 
that name. ‘father,’ ‘god,’ ‘creator,’ ‘lord,’ and ‘master’ are not names, but appellations 
derived from his benefits and works. his son (who alone is properly called son, the 
Word [logos] who is with god and is begotten before all creation, when in the begin-
ning god created and ordered all things through him) is called christ because he was 
anointed.”
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Justin also “held that the son, sharing in the essence (ousia) and mind of 
god, was/is truly divine.”35 however, in his concern to protect the abso-
lute transcendence of the “father of all things,” Justin apparently, perhaps 
due to his platonic background, interpreted the incarnation of the logos 
as a subordinate role to the activity of the father.36 This view of christ in 
the “second place” should not be interpreted as subordinationism in the 
arian sense, however, since Justin accepted the full divinity of christ, but 
his words still opened the door for later misinterpretation.37

Irenaeus (130–200)

irenaeus was a greek-speaking christian from asia minor who claimed to 
be a student of polycarp and served as bishop of lyons in southern gaul. 
in defense of the oneness of god against gnosticism and marcionism, ire-
naeus laid the foundation for the doctrine of the trinity. otherwise, without 
an emphasis on the one nature of god, belief in the three persons could 
be viewed as teaching a type of polytheism.38 in Against Heresies, irenaeus 
recaps his arguments against the gnostics and writes that “i proved also that 
there is one god, the creator, and that he is not the fruit of any defect, nor 
is there anything either above him, or after him.”39 in regard to marcion, 
irenaeus charged that he “divides god into two and calls one god good and 
the other just. in so doing he destroys the divinity of both.”40 instead of a 
dualistic theology, irenaeus taught that there cannot be more than one case 
of deity, and yet this one god is manifested in three persons.41 

in a number of ways irenaeus seems to be ahead of his time. he re-
jected in advance the arian heresy when he declared that the son “did not 

35. o’collins, Tripersonal God, 90–91, 96.
36. First Apology 13; anf 1:166–67. “We are not atheists, worshipping as we do the 

maker of this universe . . . by the exercising of prayer and thanksgiving . . . our teacher 
of these things is Jesus christ . . . and we reasonably worship him, having learned that 
he is the son of the true god himself, and holding him in the second place, and the 
prophetic spirit in the third, we will prove.”

37. o’collins, Tripersonal God, 90– 96.
38. Brown, Heresies, 79.
39. Against Heresies 2.preface.1; anf 1:359.
40. Against Heresies 3.25.3; anf 1:459.
41. Against Heresies 4.33.7; anf 1:508. “in one god almighty, from whom are all 

things, . . . and in the son of god, Jesus christ our lord, through whom are all things, 
and in the saving dispensations by which the son of god became man; and in the spirit 
of god, who in each generation publicly discloses among human beings the saving 
dispensations of the father and the son, as the father wills.”
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begin to be; he existed always with the father.”42 he stressed the oneness 
of god, and yet explained how the father, son and holy spirit worked in 
“union and harmony in creation, providence, and salvation, for they are in 
each other prior to creation.”43 finally, irenaeus rooted “his triadic view of 
god firmly in the Bible and in the history of salvation, in contrast to the 
philosophical speculation of his opponents.” These matters connected the 
one god to his work of salvation within human history as father, son and 
holy spirit.44

During this time, there were others who contributed important com-
ponents to the trinitarian development. around aD 181, Theophilus of 
antioch was the first to use the term “trinity” (or Τριάδος) in reference 
to the triune godhead.45 Theophilus was also one of the first to treat the 
holy spirit as distinct from the logos.46 in aD 160, athenagoras, who wrote 
against the modalist noetus, said that “although the Word is god’s off-
spring, he never came into being. rather, having been with god and in god 
eternally he issued forth at a point in time.”47 This reference to christ, the 
Word of god, as not having a beginning was an important step in refuting 
the modalists, who did not accept separate persons in the godhead. also, 
around aD 190, hippolytus, who also wrote against noetus, after quoting 
part of John 1:1, strongly stated his case for three persons in the godhead, 
in which “the father is above all the son is through all and the holy spirit 
. . . is in all.”48 Thus, by the end of the second century, there was already a 
strong sense of god as a trinity of three persons who had different roles 
and still, somehow, made up only one god. our next theologian, tertullian, 
will continue to clarify these ideas as he defends the concept of the trinity 
against heretics, but he will also contribute substantially to the vocabulary 
that will be so necessary in providing the precise language demanded by this 
very important doctrine of the church.

42. Against Heresies 3.18.1; anf 1:446.
43. letham, Holy Trinity, 96. This also precedes the concept of the perichoresis of 

the trinity, or the indwelling of each person, which was explored later by gregory na-
zianzen and even later by John of Damascus.

44. ibid., 96.
45. Discourse to Autolycus 2.15; anf 2:101 (though the “trinity” refers to god, and 

his Word and his Wisdom).
46. house, Charts of Christian Theology and Doctrine, 43.
47. A Plea for the Christians 12.20; anf 2:133.
48. Against the Heresy of One Noetus 14; anf 5:228.
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Tertullian (160–220) 

tertullian was a layman and an apologist who is said to have had “one of 
the finest theological minds to appear in the latin West.”49 he is known 
especially for his innovative latin trinitarian vocabulary, his development 
of the “one substance, three persons” formula and his staunch defense of 
god’s oneness and uniqueness against gnostic polytheists like marcion as 
well as modalists like praxeas. as an apologist, tertullian, like others who 
followed after him, was forced to deal with increasing persecution and her-
esy by clarifying the biblical teaching concerning god the father, son and 
holy spirit and developing more precise language in which to express these 
core biblical truths. 

in response to the monarchian heresies,50 tertullian was the first to as-
sert clearly the tri-personality of god while maintaining substantial unity of 
the three persons. in his debate against the modalistic view of praxeas, ter-
tullian argued that “the connection of the father in the son, the son in the 
paraclete, produces three coherent persons, who are yet distinct one from 
another. These three are one essence, not one person, as it is said, ‘i and my 
father are one,’ in respect of unity of substance, not singularity of number.”51 

in his defense against the modalism of praxeas, then, tertullian de-
veloped a clearer explanation of how the unity of god can be reconciled 
to the plurality of the persons. in fact, we may notice that tertullian is the 
first one to use the word trinitas (trinity) in latin in order to express the 
relationship of the father, son and holy spirit. tertullian also coined the 
words substantiae (substance) for the nature of god, and persona (person) 
for the three distinct persons in the trinitas (trinity) of the one god.52 These 
are very important steps in the development of language that can be used to 
describe the intricacies of the trinity. 

49. olson, The Trinity, 29. letham says that he was a layman who was “once thought 
to be a lawyer” (letham, Holy Trinity, 97).

50. at that time there were two forms of the monarchian heresy confronting the 
church. Dynamic monarchianism denied the true deity of Jesus christ and portrayed 
Jesus as a man penetrated and gradually deified by the dunamis (power) of the logos. 
This view does not believe that Jesus himself was god, but rather considered that Jesus 
was just a man indwelt by the “christ spirit.” in other words, Jesus became the christ 
at his baptism when he received this christ spirit or christ mind, which meant that he 
was “deified” but still not “deity.” modalistic monarchianism (modalism), which was 
defended by praxeas, taught that there is one supreme monarch (i.e., one god or “one 
principle”—mone arche) who is one person revealing himself at different times in three 
modes, sometimes as father, and other times as the son or holy spirit.

51. Against Praxeas 25; anf 3:621. 
52. letham, Holy Trinity, 98.
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Origen (185–254) 

as a theologian, educator and a priest, origen wrote the first systematic 
theology of christian beliefs, On First Principles, which was directed against 
modalism, adoptionism and gnostic Docetism.53 as with John of Damascus 
and his Orthodox Faith, this theological work was written so that christians 
would understand the essential beliefs of their faith and not be persuaded to 
follow any of the competing heterodox views. like other apologists before 
him, origen seems to have developed his views on the trinity in response 
to the heretical views of his time. for example, one of his most notewor-
thy ideas, the eternal generation of the son by the father, was constructed 
against the adoptionists who believed that christ was merely a man who 
was adopted by god at his baptism. in response, origen countered their 
belief that “there once was a time when he did not exist” with the view that 
the begetting of Jesus “is an eternal and ceaseless generation as radiance is 
generated from light.”54 it was also important for him to maintain that the 
divine substance of god could not be sub-divided between the persons of 
the trinity.55 

not all of origen’s innovations, however, led to a stronger orthodox 
position in regard to the trinity. for origen, god was the first principle, 
and christ, the logos, was subordinate to him. ambiguity at this time in 
regard to the relationship between the godhead meant that “stress on the 
subordination of the son and the spirit would lead to the denial of their 
deity (by the arians and pneumatomachii), while the assertion of their de-
ity in that context would foster allegations of tritheism (which gregory of 
nyssa would rebut.)”56 origen, however, maintained that the son was not 
a created being. Thus, Beisner says that “whatever subordinationism there 
is in origen is in function among the members of the trinity, not in na-
ture, and is purely voluntary on the part of the son and the spirit, not a 
necessity of their nature.”57 origen’s understanding of the subordinate role 
of the son may have been orthodox, but his failure to keep the son’s eternal 

53. ibid., 102.
54. De Principiis 1.1.2; anf 4:247.
55. De Principiis 4.1.28; anf 4:376. Thus he writes, “for we do not say, as the her-

etics suppose, that some part of the substance of god was converted into the son, or 
that the son was procreated by the father out of things non-existent, i.e., beyond his 
own substance, so that there once was a time when he did not exist; but, putting away 
all corporeal conceptions, we say that the Word and Wisdom was begotten out of the 
invisible and incorporeal without any corporeal feeling, as if it were an act of the will 
proceeding from the understanding.”

56. letham, Holy Trinity, 107.
57. Beisner, God in Three Persons, 73.
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generation in biblical balance with his subordinate role to the father may 
have enabled arius to push the idea of christ’s subordination beyond an 
orthodox position.

fourth-century challenges

Arianism (319–36)

We now come to the major heresy of the fourth century, arianism. The chief 
architect of this heresy, arius, claimed that the son was created by the father 
before the creation of the world, and therefore stated that “there was a time 
when he was not.”58 like the modalist monarchians, arius emphasized the 
unity of god’s essence, but unlike the modalists, arius taught that the son 
was distinct from the father, though infinitely different.59 arius believed 
that the logos of god was eternal, but the son was not. Therefore, since 
the son did not share the essential nature of god, he was “not equal . . . nor 
one in essence with him.”60 Thus, arius pushed origen’s precarious balance 
between the eternal generation and the subordinate role of the son to one of 
the extremes. This may be an example where clarity of theology would have 
precluded distortions which ultimately led to heretical conclusions. Due to 
his deficient view of the son, arius promoted a form of subordinationism 
that could accept that the son was homoi-ousios (similar substance) with 
the father, but not homo-ousios (same substance). alexander, the Bishop 
of alexandria, and others, recognized that this popular heretical position 
of arius needed to be opposed, but after diplomatic entreaties proved fruit-
less the emperor constantine called a council at nicea in 325 to discuss the 
matter. arius’ intent may have been to make the relationship between the 
father, son and holy spirit easier for the common christian to understand, 
but if his errant doctrine had not been confronted by the apologists of that 
time, arianism could have destroyed the orthodox view of the trinity.

fortunately in Athanasius (295 –373), who served as an assistant to 
alexander, and later as the Bishop of alexandria, the orthodox position had 
a capable champion who rose to the crisis and responded to the heretical 
views. athanasius asserted that the son is of the same essence (homoou-
sios) as the father, i.e. he is fully god. he also argued that the son existed 
eternally and was not created. rather, the son was “begotten” by “eternal 

58. alexander of alexandria, Depositio Arii 2; npnf2 4:70.
59. Contra Arianos 1.2.6; npnf2 4:309.
60. De Synodis, Councils of Ariminum and Seleucia 2.15; npnf2 4:457.
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generation” from the essence of the father.61 athanasius also pointed out 
that our salvation requires that the son must be fully god. if he were only 
a created being, then he would not have been able to have redeemed man 
through his death on the cross.62 ultimately the council recognized that 
athanasius’ position was correct and condemned arius’ teaching. arius was 
excommunicated from the church and exiled to illyricum. 

Nicene Creed (325)63 

With the conclusion of the council of nicea, the church recognized that 
scripture supported the belief that the son is fully and completely god, 
“of one substance with the father.”64 The response to trinitarian heresies 
up through this time, especially the unorthodox teachings of arius, led to 
the formulation of the nicene creed. This creed not only encapsulated the 
orthodox position, but it also provided the standard by which future er-
rant beliefs would be judged. one writer commends the formulation of the 
nicene creed and concludes that “the fact that it was precise in its meaning, 
specific and unambiguous, made it especially useful in clearly differentiat-
ing between the orthodox party and the arians.”65 however, because the 
various factions of the council were not fully agreed upon the terminology, 
further confusion developed in the aftermath due to ambiguous interpreta-
tions of homoousios and hypostasis.66 

The Importance of the Right Language

There were three positions represented at the council of nicea. The het-
eroousions (different substance) said that Jesus was a created being. The 
homoiousions (similar substance) said that Jesus subsisted of a similar 
substance, and the homoousians, represented by athanasius, believed that 
the only way to uphold the deity of christ was to consider the son to be the 
same substance as the father. By the end of the debate most were convinced 
by the homoousians and all but two of the estimated 318 council members 
agreed that the son was “one substance with the father.” however, within 

61. Contra Arianos 1.5.14; npnf2 4:314.
62. On the Incarnation of the Word 1–32; npnf2 4:36.
63. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 232.
64. ibid.
65. White, Forgotten Trinity, 188.
66. see letham, Holy Trinity, 118–26.
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twenty years of nicea, due to political persuasion and continued ignorance 
of the importance of precise terminology, arians and semi-arians gained 
prominent ecclesiastical seats throughout the empire. arius himself was re-
instated to his former position in alexandria when he presented his version 
of the creed to constantine and disguised his heretical interpretation behind 
ambiguous words. some continued to say that the son was heteroousios and 
others even claimed that the son was anomoios, or “unlike the father.” semi-
arians, who accepted the homoiousian position, were becoming prominent 
and attracting many to their side. What they could not gain through church 
councils they were winning through political means. in the midst of this 
controversy, some christian theologians who used homoousia to refer to the 
essential nature of god thought the ones who used homoiousia denied the 
unity of the three persons, while the homoiousians charged the homoousians 
with denying the distinctions of the persons. The first misinterpretation 
would lead to tritheism and the second misinterpretation would support a 
modalistic view of god. again, this demonstrates the tension between unity 
and distinction of persons. fortunately, under the leadership of athanasius 
at the synod of alexandria in 362, who acknowledged that the meaning 
behind words was more important than the word itself,67 both parties rec-
ognized that they essentially believed the same thing about the nature of 
the three persons in the trinity and settled on homoousia as the best term. 
Beisner quips that this was a time when clear thinking “saved orthodoxy 
from a permanent split over vocabulary.”68 if anything, it underscored the 
importance of using clear, precise language. 

however, there was still enough misunderstanding and mistrust that 
it required the brilliant minds of the three cappadocian fathers, Basil the 
great, gregory of nyssa and gregory of nazianzus to crystallize the nicene 
vocabulary by way of precise theological explanations. They emphasized the 
distinctives of the three persons of the trinity while vigorously defending 
their unity: one essence in three persons (one ousia in three hypostases). 
aided by the strong orthodoxy of the emperor Theodosius, who convened 
the council of constantinople in 381, the heresy of arius was finally put 
to rest. The modified nicene creed of 381 rejected the arian position and 
clearly affirms that the son is one substance with the father, eternal and 

67. letham, Holy Trinity, 125. see also torrance, Trinitarian Perspectives, 15. tor-
rance suggests that athanasius understood the need to fill the words ousia and hypos-
tasis with new meaning. in the council athanasius called in 362, he was able to bring 
about a “profound revision in the meaning of being,” which was necessary in order 
to solidify agreement on the formula “one Being (ousia), Three persons (hypostases).”

68. Beisner, God In Three Persons, 92.
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begotten of the father. These phrases were all specifically crafted to counter 
arian heresy.

The cappadocian fathers also advanced the theological teaching on 
the holy spirit, which is reflected in the modified creed. unfortunately, 
the phrase “filioque,” describing the procession of the holy spirit from the 
father and the Son, was inserted at the synod of toledo in 589 and gained 
widespread use in the Western churches. The rejection of this added termi-
nology by the eastern churches ultimately resulted in a schism between the 
eastern and Western churches in aD 1054. This is another example of the 
importance of using precise language in theological explanations as well as 
maintaining the center of biblical tension. 

recontextualIzatIon of the d o ctrIne of the 
trInIty

Augustine (354–430) 

less than a generation after the doctrine of the trinity was crystallized in a 
creed at the council of constantinople (381), the great scholar augustine 
probably wrote his work, On the Trinity (400–420), as a response to the 
growing popularity of homoian arians.69 This work, which was, in part, an 
apologetic defense of nicene theology against a “resurrected” form of arian-
ism, demonstrates the necessity of continually re-contextualizing doctrines 
and creeds through apologetic means, for each century will bring its own 
form of heresy. Thus, new cultural situations produce new or “resurrected” 
heresies which require new or updated explanations of doctrine. The truth 
does not change, but language and context do.

John of Damascus (675–749) 

almost three hundred years after augustine, the task of writing a re-con-
textualized theology of the trinity fell to John of Damascus. following the 
model of origen and augustine, as a response to the growing hegemony 
of islam in John’s homeland, he took it upon himself to summarize the 
previous seven hundred years of christian doctrine in order to provide a 
contextualized systematic theology for the persecuted christians as well 
as to demonstrate how christian beliefs were more logical than those of 
the invading arabs. The first task was accomplished in his great theological 

69. letham, Holy Trinity, 185.
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summary of christian doctrine, the Orthodox Faith, and the second task 
was dealt with through his two apologetic treatises, the Heresy of the Ishma-
elites and the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen. John’s work 
makes it apparent that both areas are necessary, for apologetics is employed 
to develop orthodox doctrine and then that doctrine is used to critique het-
erodoxical beliefs. John of Damascus was clearly a master of using apologet-
ics to develop his theology and then defend that theology against heresy. 
since doctrine must continually face re-contextualization, John’s model of 
providing preparation, defense and refutation should be valuable for this 
generation as well as future ones.
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2

John of Damascus
Controversies Regarding His Life and Work

IntroductIon

Who was John of Damascus and why is he significant? as a christian theo-
logian serving in a newly formed arab empire, John stood between two 
worlds in conflict. his writings, and insight into early islam, may have influ-
enced the christian apologetic approach with islam for the next 300 years. 
his early testimony from an involved observer’s viewpoint of the develop-
ment of islamic theology may assist the scholarly task of reconstructing 
the various political debates and responses to christian-muslim polemics.1 
in addition, his writings indicate that he knew about muhammad and the 
scriptures of the ishmaelites. These early reflections from a theologian’s 
perspective provide documented evidence of the views christians held in 
regard to muhammad and the Qur’an. his treatises may also help us con-
struct a timeline of events and ideas as they developed in the first 100 years 
of islam.

The city of Damascus, where John grew up, was a christian city con-
quered by the arabs in a.D. 635.2 many thought that the marauding arabs 

1. see pines, “some traits of christian Theological Writing,” 90–93, 105–25. see 
also Wolfson, Philosophy of the Kalam, 58–64.

2. Donner, Early Islamic Conquests, 130–32.
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were a punishment from god for their unfaithfulness.3 in a.D. 661 it be-
came the center of the umayyad empire where John later served in a high 
position under the caliphs, as did his father and grandfather before him. 
from his view as a contemporary witness, together with his later years of 
studying and writing theological treatises, John was able to speak uniquely 
on the earliest controversies between christianity and islam. in regard to 
John’s situation, J.W. sweetman states “perhaps no individual christian 
thinker is so important in a comparative study of islamic and christian 
theology as John of Damascus.”4 of his influence on both the christian and 
islamic communities of his time Daniel sahas writes, 

John of Damascus’s short writings on islam have had indeed a 
very long history, as well as a profound influence upon other 
christian writers who dealt with or wrote about islam. his ex-
position of islam made islam known to the christian commu-
nity and, therefore made interfaith “dialogue” part of the history 
and the development of islam as well as of christianity.5 

John of Damascus, then, was a christian theologian in dialogue with 
islam. his first-hand testimony should provide an important historical link 
to the early development of islam within a larger christian community. 
unfortunately, while his written works are well known, the biographical 
material that could help us contextualize historical details is at a minimum. 
The biographies of John are thought to be fairly late (200–300 years after 
his death) and of dubious quality. florovsky says that “it is not easy to pick 
out what is authentic and indisputable,”6 and hoyland adds that “the in-
formation that would help us to form a proper assessment of his writings 
is either lacking or of doubtful veracity.”7 andrew louth emphasizes that 
the “hagiographical lives of John that survive are late and unreliable; his 
writings contain scarcely any personal clues; and references to him in other 
historical sources are sparse.”8 father martin Jugie, in his statement about 
what is factually known about John, summarizes that,

st. John is a descendant of a distinguished christian family of 
Damascus in syria; he was a priest and monk at the laura of 
st. sabas near Jerusalem, he became a prominent figure in the 

3. Kaegi, “Initial Byzantine Reactions to the Arab Conquest,” 139–49.
4. sweetman, Islam and Christian Theology,63.
5. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam Revisited,114.
6. florovsky, Byzantine Fathers, 254.
7. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 480.
8. louth, St. John Damascene, 3.
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iconoclastic controversy, as a preacher, he enjoyed a far-reach-
ing reputation, and has left us numerous scholarly works which 
witness to his encyclopedic erudition. all other data must rest 
on conjectures.9 

actually, though, there are a number of other biographical pieces of 
information that can be put together to form a verifiable picture of this im-
portant “christian in the court of the caliph.” one thing that a number of 
the early biographies did not do was to sort out what was factual and what 
was probably apocryphal. This work will attempt to categorize the life of 
John along the following three divisions:

i. substantiated historical evidence

ii. logical conclusions based on writings from that time

a.internal evidence

b.external evidence

iii. traditional biographical information on John 

hopefully, then, we will be able to piece the information together so 
that we have a more integrated picture of his birth, death, and education; 
his involvement in the caliphate; his knowledge of islam and the Qur’an; 
and finally his writings (especially in relation to the development of islam 
and the Qur’an).

first, we will determine what we can say factually about John of Da-
mascus from historical sources as well as his own writings (see appendix 
a). The traditional accounts (especially information from the Vita on John 
of Damascus) will then help “flesh out” some of the details so that, together 
with the more substantiated material, we may connect more of the pieces of 
the puzzle and gain a clearer picture of his life, work and influence.

substantIated hIstorIcal evIdence10

Birth and Death

The year of John’s birth is very important because it is tied to who he may 
have known and what he may have witnessed. most scholars place John’s 

9. see tsirpanlis, Anthropology of Saint John of Damascus, 8.
10. see appendix a: substantiated historical “markers” in the life of John of 

Damascus
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birth in either 674 or 675,11 but sahas suggests that his birth may have been 
as early as 652,12 allowing for a friendship with Yazid i, who was born in 644 
and served as the caliph between 680–83.13 however, this seems to be based 
on a statement by lammens which claimed that a “young son of sergius, 
named John”14 was a friend of the caliph Yazid (680–83), when an arabic 
source states only that it was the caliph’s “freedman sarjun the christian”15 
who was present, meaning the father of John.16 if robert hoyland is correct 
in his assessment that it is John’s father who was a friend of the caliph Yazid 
i around 680 (when John would have been only about 5 years old), then the 
year 675 for John’s birth is still the best choice compared with any earlier 
dates.17 

The traditional date of his death is December 4, 749,18 and sahas adds 
that “there is no compelling reason to dispute this date.”19 The terminus post 
quem for John’s death would be 743 when he supposedly dedicated his theo-
logical masterpiece, De Fide Orthodoxa, to his friend cosmas melodus, a 
fellow monk and friend of John from the monastery at st. sabas, who was 
installed as the Bishop of maiuma in 743.20 There is a possible problem with 
this date, however, from hoyland’s perspective, in that the dedication date 

11. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam. Revisited, 106. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 482.
12. sahas derives this year by adding twelve years, the age of John when his tutor, 

cosmas, was redeemed by John’s father, and then subtracting the twelve years from a 
year mentioned by Theophanes, 664, when many people from sicily were captured as 
slaves and brought to Damascus. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 39. other dates 
given are 655–60 (nasrallah, Saint Jean de Damas, 58); Bonifatius Kotter suggests 650 
(in louth, St. John Damascene, 5), as does Karl-heinz uthemann (Life of Saint John of 
Damascus in German, 2). There was even one source that stated that John was born 
“only five years after the death of mohammed,” which would be aD 637! (Butler’s Lives 
of the Saints, 36).

13. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 38–39. sahas is summarizing the view of nas-
rallah, st. Jean De Damas, 58: “il est établi que Jean fut le commensal et le compagnon 
de l’héritier de mu’awaia ier, Yazid, et du poète ahtal.”

14. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 39. see note 1: “une jeune fils de Sergius, 
appelé Jean. . .”

15. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 482. see note 92 where another writer, aghani isfahani, 
states that it is “sarjun, freedman [mawla] of mu’awiya,” the previous caliph. 

16. ibid., 482.
17. ibid.
18. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xviin32. see also, simmons, Fathers and 

Doctors of the Church, 96.
19. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam. Revisited, 107, though sahas was implying 

the year only and not the day and month.
20. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xvi and 3 (preface from The Fount of 

Knowledge).
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was not part of the text, but rather part of a “secondary addition” in the 
lemma, and a later copy of the document from an eleventh-centurygeor-
gian translation did not have the date attached at all.21 nonetheless, frederic 
chase relates that it can be said with a degree of certainty that “John and 
cosmas were fellow monks and friends and that John composed his Fount 
of Knowledge at the request of cosmas when this latter had become Bishop 
of maiuma,”22 and the earliest that this could have been accomplished was in 
743 when cosmas was installed. Therefore, John had to still be alive in a.D. 
743. on the other side, the terminus ante quem of 754 for John’s death has 
been assumed based on his anathematization by the synod of hieria (east 
of chalcedon) in that same year.23 Though the general consensus seems to 
be that this marked John’s death, we cannot surmise that he must have been 
dead before 754 when he was anathematized in the past tense by the icono-
clastic council,24 because, as hoyland points out, the word καθεῖλεν may 
simply mean “deposed” or “degraded,” and not necessarily “dead.”25 Thus, 
John may have been living through that time, as some have speculated (for 
some put his age at death over 100 years). still, andrew louth concludes 
that the construction of the phrase suggested that John, as well as the other 
two who were being anathematized, were all dead by 754.26

The specific year of 749 or 750 for John’s death primarily comes from 
the deduction of several researchers (such as Vailhe and chase)27 who note 
that the early ninth-century biography of st. stephen the sabaite states that 
stephen was the nephew of John and came to the monastery where John was 
living in the year 735 when his father Theodore, the brother of John, was 
exiled.28 according to the biography, he stayed for 15 years and left in the 
year 749 or 750, apparently because of the death of his uncle.29 This would 

21. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 483n97. 
22. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xvii.
23. Though some place the anathematization in 753 rather than 754 (see chase, St. 

John of Damascus: Writings, xvii, for example).
24. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xvii. 
25. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 47. see also tsirpanlis, Anthropology of Saint 

John of Damascus, 11–12. The actual phrase was “Η τριὰς τοὺς τρεῖς καθεῖλεν” (mansi, 
Collectio, Xiii, 356; in sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 4n2).

26. louth, St. John Damascene , 7.
27. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xvii. simeon Vailhé, “Date de la mort de 

Jean Damascene,” echos d’orient, iX (1906), 28–30, cited in sahas, John of Damascus 
on Islam, 48n1.

28. turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes , 102.
29. sahas (John of Damascus on Islam, 48) notes that stephen’s biographer states 

that he died in 794 at the age of 69. Therefore he was born around 725 and entered the 
monastery at the age of 10 in aD 735.
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put John’s death specifically in 749 or 750.30 however, hoyland believes that 
Vailhe and others have “wrongfully assumed” that st. stephen the sabaite 
referred to stephen ibn mansur al-Dimashqi, who was the son of Theodore 
and the nephew of John of Damascus.31 sahas also cautions us that stephen’s 
departure does not necessarily warrant John’s death at that time, and he 
acknowledges some of the same doubts that hoyland has. however, sahas 
points out that leontius, the biographer of stephen, and the one who ties 
stephen together with John, makes no reference to John after the departure 
of stephen in the year 749/750, thus giving a credible end to John’s life.32 
ultimately, though the supporting details for John’s death, as well as for his 
birth, are suspect, even sahas has concluded, after carefully weighing the 
historical information, that there is no compelling reason to reject the year 
of John’s death as 749 or 750.33 also, the date of 675 for his birth is still the 
best validated year according to the sources that we have.34 Thus, John’s life 
would have spanned a total of about 75 years between 675—750 and would 
have included familiarity with the following umayyad caliphs: mu’awiyah 
i (661–80), Yazid i (680–83), mu’awiyah ii (683), marwan i (684), ‘abd al-
malik (685–705), al-Walid i (705–15), and possibly up through sulayman 
ibn abd al-malik (715–17) and umar ii (717–20).35 

Prominence of his family’s religious and public resources

John of Damascus’ grandfather, mansur ibn sarjun, was the financial gov-
ernor36 of Damascus when the arabs besieged the city in 635. after six 
months he apparently capitulated to the arab leader, Khalid b. al-Walid, 
and surrendered the city after receiving favorable conditions of surren-
der.37 later, in the year 661, mansur was promoted to the highest posi-
tion in the caliphate, under mu’awiya i (661–80).38 apparently he was the 

30. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xvii. see also sahas, John of Damascus 
on Islam, 48.

31. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 482n95.
32. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 48.
33. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam. Revisited, 107. sahas, John of Damascus on 

Islam, 48. florovsky, Byzantine Fathers, 254.
34. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam. Revisited, 106.
35. Warraq, Quest for the Historical Muhammad, 550.
36. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 480.
37. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 17–19.
38. ibid., 26.
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chief financial officer for the city, also known as the general “logothetes” 
(λογοθέτης),39 a position which implied the collection of land taxes, which 
would have involved the local christians (since at that time the arabs could 
not hold land personally).40 This position seems to have been passed down 
through family lines, for John’s father, sargun b. mansur (or sergius), inher-
ited the position and then passed it on to John during the caliphate of ‘abd 
al-malik (685–705),41 who apparently was a good friend of John’s father.42 it 
is also important to note that sahas indicates that John may have attained 
a higher position than his father—that of personal secretary to the caliph, 
though he would have continued with the financial responsibilities that his 
father left to him. sahas identifies the position as πρωτοσὺμβουλος, or head 
advisor,43 or as phillip schaff suggests, “chief councilor.” schaff also states 
that the term is often interpreted as “vizier,” but that office did not yet exist.44

John’s family was probably semitic, and “mansur” most likely means 
“victorious,”45 though other renderings are “ransomed,”46 or “saved.”47 John 
was known to the arabs as mansur ibn sarjun, which was the same as his 
grandfather’s name (though in his later life it was Yuhanna b. mansur b. 
sarjun).48 sahas, louth, and chase49 all point out that John’s surname is ar-
abic, but le coz says that “his family was without doubt of syrian origin.”50 
Both aspects could be true, for if his family ancestry were indeed syrian, 
his grandfather could have been given an arabic name when the arabs 

39. “originally, logothetes were accountants. as Byzantine bureaucracy evolved 
and many late-roman offices disappeared during the crises of the seventh and eighth 
centuries, logothetes began to fill their functions, and the title came to mean ‘minister.’” 
turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 212.

40. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 26–27, see esp. n4.
41. ibid., 26–29. 
42. Theophanes attests to this: (annus mundi 6183 (sept 1, 691—aug 31, 692): 

“abd al-malik also sent orders to rebuild the temple at mecca. he wanted to take way 
pillars from holy gethsemane, but sergios the son of mansur (a christian who was 
public finance minister and was very friendly with abd al-malik) and his co-leader of 
the palestinian christians, patricius (surnamed Klausus), asked him not to do this, but 
to persuade Justinian through their request to send other columns in place of these. 
This was done.” turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 64.

43. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 42.
44. schaff, History of the Christian Church, 627.
45. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, ix.
46. schaff, History of the Christian Church, 627.
47. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 5. 
48. ibid., 105.
49. ibid. louth, St. John Damascene, 6. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, ix.
50. le coz, Jean Damascene, 43 (“sa famille était sans doute d’origine syrienne”).
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took over the government. Whatever the case, the mansur family seems to 
have been respected by both the christians and the arabs alike, and they 
were known for their “piety and attachment to the orthodox faith.”51 how-
ever, this favor did not remove the stain of history. even though two later 
members of the family, sergius i (842–58) and elias iii (878–907), became 
esteemed patriarchs of Jerusalem, the mansur family name still carried with 
it the scar of that one member who had surrendered the city to the enemy.52 
This resentment may have built up over time as the effects of the pact of 
umar were felt more deeply. This pact of umar is supposed to have been the 
terms of peace offered to the syrians when they were conquered by the sara-
cens in 635, though it could have been from a later time when saracens had 
a greater hold over their empire.53 some of the obligations imposed upon 
the christians were that they had to pay a poll tax, also known as a dhimmi 
tax, or jizyah, (which was not imposed upon saracens), they could not build 
new churches or repair old ones if they were in arab quarters, they could 
not proselytize muslims or convert anyone to their beliefs (though there 
was no prohibition against anyone who wanted to embrace the religion of 
the saracens), and they had to show preferential treatment to the saracens 
such as standing in their presence and offering their seats when saracens 
wished to sit.54 it is easy to see how this “second-class citizenship” could 
wear thin after a while, and blame could be channeled to anyone involved in 
capitulation to such humiliating terms.

to those outside of the arab-dominated world, John was known by 
his christian name and place of origin: John of Damascus or John Dama-
scene.55 he was also known as a “presbyter and monk,”56 and one of the 
greatest writers of theology, poetry and hymns in the eastern orthodox 
church.57 Theophanes (758–817), a Byzantine chronicler, referred to John 
of Damascus as the one “who has well been called ‘chrysorrhoas’ because 

51. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 29–30. Theophanes also refers to John’s fa-
ther as ἁνὴρ Χριστιανικώτατος, or a “devout christian man.” Theophanes, 6183 (aD 
691–92) in turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 64.

52. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 30–31. also, nasrallah, Saint Jean De Damas, 
58.

53. The pact may have originated with umar around aD 637, but the document we 
have by that name is probably from the ninth century (see following note).

54. Pact of Umar, probably from the ninth century, medieval sourcebook, Janu-
ary 1996, http://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/halsall/source/pact-umar.asp. accessed, 
august 15, 2016

55. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam. Revisited, 105.
56. turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 100.
57. louth, St. John Damascene, 13.
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of the golden grace of the spirit that is reflected in his speech.”58 his facility 
with greek verse and prose demonstrates that he had some type of clas-
sical education, and people writing about John three centuries later were 
still amazed at the breadth of his grasp of not only theological matters, but 
also of math, science and philosophy. on the other hand, andrew louth 
seems to believe that this should not have been so uncommon for a young 
man growing up in a prosperous christian family which had been thor-
oughly influenced by the hellenistic world which was so prevalent before 
the arab invasion.59 frederic chase says that his understanding of classical 
greek philosophy and science is amply demonstrated in his first portion 
of the Fount of Knowledge, which is known as the Dialectica, for it not only 
provides the “first example of a manual of philosophy especially composed 
as an aid to the study of theology,” but it “has remained to the present day 
indispensable for a proper understanding of greek theology.”60 chase also 
concludes that John’s writings are “sufficient to show that his traditional 
reputation as an eloquent, learned, and devout preacher is fully justified.”61 

John probably succeeded his father as the chief financial officer of the 
umayyad empire during the reign of abd al-malik (685–705).62 Though 
the arabic sources used by hoyland state that John’s father left office around 
a.D.700, allegedly because the caliph imposed a rule that only arabic 
speakers could hold a high office, they do not mention that John served 
under abd al-malik, and therefore cast suspicions on John’s actual service 
under the caliph.63 This story, however, is one of several anecdotal explana-
tions for the policy change that took place in the first half of the eighth 
century when greek was replaced by arabic as the official language of the 
bureaucracy. There are two problems with trying to use this gradual move-
ment with the idea that John’s father was removed from office during the last 
part of abd al-malik’s reign. The first problem is that it is very possible that 
the senior mansur knew arabic well since he had functioned in a high posi-
tion under the arab rule for many years and early sources have John’s father 

58. pg 94:108.841a. chase adds that the term “chrysorrhoas” can be translated 
“golden-flowing” and probably refers to the name of the river that ran through Da-
mascus (chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xiv–xv). louth gives a slightly different 
rendition of Theophanes’s words relating that Theophanes called him “John chrysor-
rhoas (‘flowing with gold’), ‘because of the golden gleam of spiritual grace that bloomed 
both in his discourse and in his life.’” (louth, St. John Damascene, 6).

59. louth, St. John Damascene, 19.
60. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xxviii.
61. ibid., xv.
62. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam. Revisited, 106.
63. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 481.
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conversing with the caliph on several occasions.64 The other problem is that 
a number of sources suggest that greek was still used in the bureaucracy 
of the umayyad empire until most of the positions were filled by arabs, 
which wasn’t until almost the end of their rule in 750.65 if this is accurate, 
then it is unlikely that ibn mansur, John’s father, was pushed out of office, 
which would have precluded his son from inheriting the position. sahas 
also maintains that christian sources, as well as muslim ones, support the 
fact of John’s service in the caliphate.66 sahas writes that John’s father may 
have died between 691 and 695, since he is mentioned in the chronicle by 
Theophanes in relation to an event that took place in 691 and presupposed 
the death of emperor Justinian ii, which took place in 695.67 if we use as 
our markers sahas’ date of 695 and hoyland’s date of 700, we can at least 
make a strong supposition that John’s father died between the years of 695 
and 700 and John assumed his father’s position toward the latter part of abd 
al-malik’s reign. The report by the seventh ecumenical council of 787 also 
strongly conveys the view that John had a financial position in the caliphate 
since they likened him to the apostle matthew, who had been a tax collector 
before he followed Jesus. The report reads as follows:

John, who is insultingly called mansour by all, abandoned all, 
emulating the evangelist matthew, and followed christ, consid-
ering the shame of christ as a richness superior to the treasures 
which are in arabia. he chose rather to suffer with the people of 
god than to enjoy the temporary pleasure of sin.68 

Though it may be difficult to give a precise beginning and ending date 
for John’s role as an administrator in the caliphate, there is really no reason 
to doubt that John served in the same office as his father and grandfather 
before him.69 

64. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 46.
65. ibid.,
66. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 41–42. nasrallah (Saint Jean De Damas, 35) 

gives references from al-Ṭabari (Annales 2.837), ibn ‘abd rabbihi (Al ‘Iqd 2.332; 5.162, 
163; 4.225), al-masudi (Kitab al Tanbih 398), ibn assaker (Tarikh 6.71), michael the 
syrian (Chronique 2.477), and Theophanes, Chronoq., ad. ann. 6182, 559).

67. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 42.
68. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 481–82.
69. see sahas, John of Damascus on Islam. Revisited, 106; and chase, St. John of 

Damascus: Writings, xii. 
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Retirement from Public Office

in time, John resigned from his post in the umayyad government and re-
tired to a monastery near Jerusalem, perhaps st. sabas. two questions that 
enter in here are “why did he leave his prominent position” and “when did 
this take place”? in the early stages of the arab takeover of syria, the arabs 
were more tolerant than even the Byzantine emperor heraclius,70 and they 
usually retained the existing administrative structure as well as the official 
greek language.71 after all, the arabs were not used to ruling the more so-
phisticated lands that they conquered and they did not have enough educat-
ed followers to assume the responsibilities needed to keep the government 
working smoothly. in time, however, the arab rulers began to replace their 
christian administrators with fellow arabs and demanded that arabic be 
used instead of greek. 

Theophanes records, however, that some things still required the use 
of greek, so some christians were still needed in the government.72 an-
drew louth believes that John probably resigned from his governmental 
post as early as 706 during the time of Walid i when this changeover from 
greek to arabic was taking place.73 however, this should not have been a 
problem for John since sahas states that there is good reason to believe that 
he knew arabic.74 raymond le coz also supports this view when he argues 
that if John had not been well-versed in arabic, then he would not have 
retained his post in the reign of al-Walid (705–15) because of the arabiza-
tion that took place at that time.75 Thus, le coz argues that John probably 
resigned his position in the caliphate during the time of umar ii, who was 
particularly intolerant of having christians in his administration.76 ernest 
simmons concurs with this, and adds that the caliph umar “even refused 
them [christians] the right to hold public office.”77 John then made his way 

70. During the persian victories of 611–20.
71. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 25.
72. turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 73. “in this year (707–8) Walid . . . stopped 

the use of greek in the public record books of the departments, ordering them to be 
written in arabic instead: that is, except for numbers . . . Because of this their scribes 
are christians even to the present day.”

73. louth, St. John Damascene, 6.
74. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 45–46.
75. le coz, Jean Damascene, 52. on the other hand, griffith believes that John left 

office and became a monk near the beginning of al-Walid’s caliphate. see griffith, “John 
of Damascus and The church in syria,” paragraph 26.

76. le coz, Jean Damascene, 54.
77. simmons, Fathers and Doctors of the Church, 91.



John of Damascus 31

to the monastery at st. sabas near Jerusalem78 where he did most, if not all, 
of his writing.79 other scholars document his entry into the monastery as 
early as 715, at the end of al-Walid’s reign.80 phillip schaff even has John 
becoming a monk in the convent of st. sabas in the year 730,81 perhaps 
because the first time Theophanes refers to John in his Chronographia it 
is the year 730 and he places John (the son of mansur) as a “priest and 
monk” in “syrian Damascus.”82 The most likely scenario is that he made 
the transition from palace to cell in time to become a priest and take up his 
pen against the iconoclasts in 726.83 Thus, since umar ii was so intolerant 
of christians serving in administrative posts, even if they knew arabic, it is 
likely that John remained through the reign of Walid i (706–15) and entered 
the monastic life around the year 716. 

Monastery Life and Writings

it is assumed that John entered the monastery of st. sabas near Jerusalem 
since John mentions being close to the patriarch of Jerusalem (presumably 
John V, 706–35) and often preached in the church of the holy sepulcher in 
Jerusalem.84 however, John does not mention the monastery of st. sabas in 
any of his writings, and hoyland maintains that John’s absence from a list 
of “luminaries” who lived there during the eighth century mitigates against 
st. sabas as his place of residence.85 in fact, the earliest connection made 
between John and st. sabas is in one of the tenth-century vitas composed 
by a later John, patriarch of Jerusalem (John Vii, 964–66).86 however, lists 
can be incomplete and designed for purposes other than what researchers 
are using them for, and most biographers still accept st. sabas as John’s resi-

78. le coz, Jean Damascene, 54. 
79. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 51. 
80 chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xii.
81. schaff, History of the Christian Church, 627.
82. turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 100. “in syrian Damascus the priest and 

monk John chrysorrhoas (the son of mansur), an excellent teacher, shone in his life 
and his words.”

83. The year that leo iii published his first edict against icons (see chase, St. John 
of Damascus: Writings, xii). nasrallah strongly suggests that due to the intolerance and 
hostility to christians beginning in the reign of abd al-malik, and especially under his 
successors, John must have retired earlier than the traditional dates between 718 and 
720, during the reign of umar ii. nasrallah, Saint Jean De Damas, 72–73, 81–82.

84. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xii, xv. louth, St. John Damascene, 6.
85. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 483.
86. louth, St. John Damascene, 6.
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dence.87 even hoyland accepts the possibility that the extract of the Life of 
st. John the eremopolite gives credible witness to the fact that both cosmas 
and John of Damascus were received into the monastery at st. sabas at the 
hands of the same abbot named nicodemus sometime in the eighth centu-
ry.88 also, frederic chase states that “one may still see the cell of st. John of 
Damascus where he lived and wrote,” and also his burial site at st. sabas.89

recently, marie-french auzépy has called into question this tradi-
tional view that John of Damascus had retired to the great laura at mar 
saba (founded in 487) to live and to write.90 her suppositions are derived 
mainly from her research on two works concerning the monastery in the 
eighth century, the Vita of Stephen the Sabaite (725–94), written by leontius 
of Damascus between 807–21 and the Passion of the Twenty Sabaite Mar-
tyrs.91 her main argument rests on the premise that in the Vita of Stephen 
the Sabaite, stephen does not mention John of Damascus in his list of im-
portant members living in the monastery during the eighth century. her 
reasoning seems to be that if John of Damascus were such an important 
figure in such a rich and powerful establishment, then his reputation would 
have warranted mention in a book reflecting on the great luminaries of the 
monastery. Yet, the two texts are silent in regard to John of Damascus. she 
goes on to infer that John was either not a monk at mar saba or the two texts 
did not consider him to be of much importance. however, her conclusions 
rest solely on an argument from silence.

one reason leontius may not have mentioned John of Damascus in 
stephen’s list of important sabaites is that the purpose of the hagiography 
may not have been so much to honor specific members of the monastery, 
but rather to promote chalcedonian christianity itself. as sidney griffith 
writes in relation to the Life of Theodore of Edessa, “The real heroes of the 
piece are the monastery of mar saba, the see of Jerusalem, with its holy 
places, and the desert monks, who are presented as the guarantors of chris-
tian orthodoxy in the islamic milieu.”92 This may explain why Stephen the 
Sabaite’s list of important luminaries who brought renown to the monastery 
were miracle-workers and martyrs rather than scholars, though there were 
a number of important scholars present at mar saba in the eighth century. 

87. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 38; chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xii, 
xv; le coz, Jean Damascene, 55.

88. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 111.
89. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xvii. see also pg 94:485–86.
90. auzépy, “De la palestine a constantinople,” 183–218.
91. ibid., 184–85.
92. griffith, “The life of Theodore of edessa,” 147.
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at one point in her argument, auzépy writes that stephen could not have 
been an admirer of John, because when stephen promoted a role model for 
his disciples, he recommended that they strive to be like two prestigious 
monks who were known for their miracles rather than someone who wrote 
doctrine, liturgy and hymns, like John.93 however, this may simply have 
revealed stephen’s preference for miracle workers, at least in the context of 
his own life as a miracle worker.94 if this is the case, then auzépy’s argument 
from silence loses its significance.

in another attempt to explain the possible silence regarding John’s 
absence from the list, andrew louth proposes that John of Damascus may 
have resided at another monastery situated near Jerusalem, rather than at 
mar saba. he refers to a tenth-century manuscript95 of John’s first sermon 
on the Dormitian that contains a phrase, “της παλαιας λαύρας” (“of the 
old laura”), which refers to the monastery of st. chariton (founded 275), 
which is also located near Jerusalem.96 is it possible that John lived and 
wrote in a different chalcedonian monastery which was known for promot-
ing maximus the confessor, whom John of Damascus seemed to emulate? 
however, there are several reasons why the old laura of chariton would 
not fit John’s location as well as the great laura of mar saba. first of all, 
even though it is known that chariton was a monastery where the monks 
produced copies of manuscripts and translated works from greek to arabic, 
the monastery consisted mostly of a series of seven caves where the monks 
lived and worked. it probably did not contain an extensive library as was 

93. auzépy, “De la palestine a constantinople,” 191. This would not make much 
sense if stephen were the nephew of John of Damascus and actually came to the mon-
astery at a young age to live there and learn from his famous uncle. indeed, if stephen 
were in fact John’s nephew, then he most certainly would have named John as one of the 
famous monks at mar saba in the eighth century—if his purpose had been to simply 
name the celebrities rather than the miracle workers and the martyrs. see sahas, John 
of Damascus on Islam, 48. see also turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 102; and hoy-
land, Seeing Islam, 480n85.

94. griffith holds up leontius’s Vita of Stephen as an example of how the lives of 
miracle workers were often used to promote other causes: “in this same milieu other 
saints’ lives also appeared, which had as their purpose the commendation of the central 
institutions of the “melkite” community in the world of islam, such as the monasticism 
of the Judaean desert, particularly the monastery of mar saba, and the centrality of the 
patriarchate of Jerusalem for the rule of faith.” see griffith, “The life of Theodore of 
edessa,” 148. on the other hand, it would seem logical that laying claim to a scholar 
of John’s ability and reputation would also promote the monastery, and yet he is not 
mentioned.

95. gr. 2081– Vatican collection
96. louth, “st. John Damascene: preacher and poet,” 249. see also louth, “John of 

Damascus and the making of the Byzantine Theological synthesis,” 301.
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housed at mar saba.97 for such a scholar as John of Damascus, it is likely 
he would have wanted to locate as near as possible to the best library avail-
able. as nasrallah notes in his assessment of John’s writings, they contained 
738 citations found in 258 works by 48 different authors.98 This would have 
necessitated a well-stocked library, which chariton did not seem to have. 
in addition, patrich notes that even in the time of cyril of scythopolis (ca. 
555), “the library of the great laura was the largest and most developed of 
those in all the monasteries” around Jerusalem.99 also, as far as the heading 
of the sermon on the Dormition containing a reference to the old laura, it 
could simply indicate that John had written this particular sermon while 
visiting chariton. he was known for preaching and teaching fellow melkite 
monks, so it would not be unusual to find him doing some of his sermon 
preparation in another monastery. 

John of Damascus was first and foremost a scholar. he was not a 
miracle worker and he was not martyred. This may be the reason why he 
was not on stephen’s list of sabaite celebrities. as a scholar, it seems more 
likely that he would have desired to live at mar saba in order to have access 
to the best library in the area. tradition has also strongly linked him to the 
great laura rather than the old laura. in addition, he could have easily 
written and studied at other monasteries, such as chariton, while teaching, 
preaching and researching. We know he served in Jerusalem at the church 
of the sepulcher and he was also friends with the patriarch.100 These were 
all sources for more resources for his research. Therefore, it makes more 
sense of the evidence to place John’s residence at mar saba with travels to 
Jerusalem and beyond for purposes of preaching, teaching and research.

While we may not have direct evidence, outside the tenth-century vi-
tae on John of Damascus, that he ever lived at the monastery of st. sabas, 
it is pretty certain that he was ordained as a priest and took the monastic 
name of John.101 Theophanes, who died in 818, calls John “priest and monk” 
in his chronicle of the year 730,102 and florovsky states that his ordination 
must have been before 734 since even John alludes to his ordination at the 

97. tzaferis, “early christian monasticism,” 319.
98. nasrallah, Saint Jean De Damas, 95.
99. patrich, Sabas, Leader of Palestinian Monasticism, 191. in reference to nasral-

lah’s figures, patrich adds that “this gives some idea not only of the scope of his schol-
arship but also of the content of the laura’s library in this later period, although the 
library of the patriarch of Jerusalem was available for him as well.” 191n16. see also 
peristeris, “literary and scribal activities,” 172–73.

100. louth, “st. John Damascene: preacher and poet,” 247.
101. louth, St. John Damascene, 6.
102. turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 100.
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hands of his mentor, John V, who died in 735.103 chase, on the other hand, 
ascertains that it must have been by the year 726,104 probably because it is 
likely that John wrote his first letter against the iconoclasts in 726, and it 
carried the authority of a priest.

lo gIcal conclusIons based on WrItIngs from 
that tIme

Internal and External Evidence from John’s Writings

andrew louth expands on some of the other aspects of John’s life that can 
be ascertained from internal and external evidence from John’s writings. for 
example, John was of the melkite tradition and therefore was a supporter 
of the orthodoxy of the Byzantine king (which in syrian is malka).105 in 
the title of one of John’s homilies he is described as a presbyter (priest) of 
the holy resurrection of christ our god, which may refer to the church of 
the holy sepulcher in Jerusalem,106 which was also known as the church 
of the anastasis (resurrection). in this context, eustratiades even goes so 
far as to identify John as the “sacred preacher of the church of anastasis.”107 
if it is the case that John preached at this church in Jerusalem, then it may 
have been the venue for the writing of his liturgical poetry and homilies, 
for which he is well known.108 under the year 743, Theophanes writes that 
John delivered a sermon in praise of peter of maiuma, who was martyred 
for blaspheming muhammad. it is the second time that Theophanes refers 
to John as “chrysorrhoas,” which means “golden flowing,” and praises him 
because the “brilliant grace of the spirit gleams golden in him, both in his 
words and in his life.”109 indeed, John is probably best known for his writ-
ings, which fell into three categories: theological exposition and defense 
of the orthodox faith, sermons and homilies, and liturgical poetry and 
hymnody.110 his work in theology, De Fide Orthodoxa, for example, was 
considered a type of summa theologica111 and has become a standard for the 

103. florovsky, Byzantine Fathers, 254.
104. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xii.
105. louth, St. John Damascene, 12
106. ibid., 6.
107. ibid.
108. ibid.
109. turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 107.
110. louth, St. John Damascene, 9.
111. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 53. The purpose of John’s theological 
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eastern orthodox church. he was also one of the “greatest liturgical poets,” 
and some of his hymns are still used today, and his poetry still graces the 
pages of orthodox liturgy.112

Writings on Iconoclasm

The works that he was best known for in his lifetime were the three treatises 
against the iconoclastic emperor leo iii. The first was written shortly after 
leo’s first condemnation of icons in 726, and the other two were written 
around 730, when leo deposed germanos, the patriarch of constantinople, 
who opposed him.113 living under arab rule and outside the realm of the 
emperor, John had more freedom to be bold in his “anathema” against leo. 
The clear logic and force of John’s arguments became widely known through-
out the eastern world and even today are considered “such a complete de-
fense of the veneration of sacred images based upon scripture, tradition, 
and reason” that it would be hard to add anything to it.114 This voice from 
the unreachable saracen lands angered the iconoclast emperors to such a 
degree that in 754 at the iconoclastic council held in hieria near constanti-
nople, John received three anathemas against him while germanos, the for-
mer patriarch of constantinople, and george of cyprus only received one 
each. it is revealing that leo’s son, constantine V, copronymus (741–75) 
referred to John by his arabic name, and in one of the anathemas he not 
only changed the name “mansur” to “manzer” so that in its hebrew form 
it became a vulgar term, but he also condemned him for having “saracen 
sentiments!”115 he was also anathematized for being a “worshiper of images 
and writer of falsehood,” as well as being an “insulter of christ and traitor 
to the empire.”116 Then the words, “the trinity has brought them down all 
three,” bring finality to the series of anathemas.117 fortunately for John, the 

compilation may have been to provide a summary of christian theology from the pre-
vious seven centuries in order to provide christians under the rule of islam with a basis 
for their beliefs as well as an understanding of doctrines in contradistinction to islamic 
theology so that christians would stand firm and not convert to islam. see also schaff, 
History of the Christian Church, 588, 635.
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iconoclasts lost their support and in the 2nd council of nicaea (the seventh 
ecumenical council of 787) John was exonerated and restored. it is interest-
ing to note that the council used a parallel construction in its rehabilitation 
of John, so instead of the phrase “the trinity had deposed the three,” (Η 
τριὰς τοὺς τρεῖς καθεῖλεν), they use the phrase, “the trinity had glorified 
the three,” (Η τριὰς τοὺς τρεῖς ἐδόζασεν).118 from that time through today 
his writings have influenced many people, and his hymns and liturgical po-
ems are still used throughout the eastern orthodox world.

Simply a “Priest and Monk”

as robert hoyland concluded his summary of John’s life, he raised the 
question about the scarcity of factual information. he muses that it may 
be as Theophanes says and that John “was simply a ‘priest and monk,’ a 
reclusive man who, however, reached out far with his pen.”119 hopefully, 
the material presented above reveals a more extensive historical view of this 
“reclusive man” as well as the changing world that he experienced. as we 
turn to the more apocryphal stories of John, we should note that the basis of 
the story is often built around some of the historical details that we outline 
above. There may be an exaggeration of the events, but, as is often the case 
with legends, there is a skeleton of fact beneath the flesh of embellishment 
which may help give us a more complete picture of John’s life.

tradItIonal bIo graphIcal InformatIon on 
John

The greek Vita of st. John Damascene is attributed to John of Jerusalem—
either John Vi ((838–42), John Vii (964–66 or 969) or John Viii (1106–56). 
louth favors the latter because of an eleventh-century arabic vita discov-
ered recently.120 John the patriarch’s vita was apparently a greek transla-
tion from an earlier arabic one, thought to have been written by michael, a 
monk and priest who lived in antioch and escaped the sentence of slavery 
when the seldjuk sultan sulaiman ibn Kutulmis forced the city to surren-
der. This was on a Wednesday, December 4, 1084, the feast day of st. John 

τριὰς τοὺς τρεῖς καθεῖλεν,” as “The trinity has deposed these three.” sahas, John of Da-
mascus on Islam, 4n2.

118. tsirpanlis, Anthropology of Saint John of Damascus, 11–12.
119. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 484.
120. louth, St. John Damascene, 16n2.
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of Damascus. in his gratitude, michael committed himself to find out all 
that he could about John. When he was told that there were no biographies, 
either in greek or arabic, michael took it upon himself to write one. appar-
ently there were few authentic sources that he could locate, so he ended up 
putting together stories, legends and scraps of information from contem-
porary fathers.121 Daniel sahas, however, favors John Vii (964–66 or 969) 
and bases his conclusion on the existence of an earlier arabic vita, possibly 
from as early as 808.122 sahas also explains that the “michael story” is from a 
codex dated only from 1646, and based on other information he concludes 
that the rest of the vita ascribed to michael is actually from an earlier arabic 
work written before the tenth century.123 for instance, due to the mention 
of the vita of st. stephen written in 808,124 sahas states that the terminus post 
quem of the arabic vita should be this date. he also brings to light that an 
early greek palimpsest codex pushes the date before the tenth century. he 
then favors John Vii (964–66 or 969) over the earlier John Vi (838–42) as 
the patriarch who translated the earlier arabic text and therefore gives his 
terminus ante quem at 969.125 if this is the case, then there is possibly only 
60 years between the earliest vita (808) and John’s death (749), which would 
give us a stronger connection with actual events that transpired in his life. 

robert hoyland, however, cautions that the vita can only be used in 
a limited sense since the “information that would help us to form a proper 
assessment of his writings is either lacking or of doubtful veracity.”126 fred-
eric chase also notes that there are a number of problems with this short 
biography which he complains is “bombastic and poorly written,” and is, he 
feels, also “quite unreliable.”127 

What can we learn from the vita? following is a summary of the major 
events outlined in the vita according to the greek translation.128 following 

121. tsirpanlis, The Anthropology of saint John of Damascus, 6.
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this summary is a more detailed assessment of the vita and its possible use 
in reconstructing a more accurate biography of John of Damascus.

Part I: John’s Prominence in the Arab Government

The Vita states that John came from a prominent christian family.129 The 
Vita also relates the story of a monk from calabria (or sicily), named cos-
mas, who had been captured and enslaved by the arabs, and who was freed 
by John’s father and became John’s tutor, as well as the tutor of another ad-
opted son named cosmas.130 after cosmas has taught John all he knows, 
he asks permission to retire to the monastery at st. sabas to resume his 
monastic life—and permission is granted.131 after John’s father dies, John is 
made the first councilor (or protosymboulos) under the caliph (?), perhaps 
abd al-malik (685–705).132

Part II: The Controversy over Icons and His Miraculous Healing

in 726 the Byzantine emperor leo iii banned the use of icons and John 
wrote three treatises against this mandate from the safety of the arab-held 
lands (726–30).133 enraged, and yet powerless to harm John directly, the 
emperor sends forged letters that implicate John in a treasonous plot against 
the caliph.134 The caliph orders John’s right hand amputated as punishment 
for his disloyalty and has the hand put on public display.135 John begs to have 
his hand returned to him so that he can bury it, and the caliph relents.136

miraculously, after John prays to the mother of god, his hand is re-
stored as he sleeps.137 The next day the caliph sees John with his restored 
hand (suture marks and all) and ascertains that John must be innocent of 
the charges and offers him a promotion.138 John has had enough of govern-
ment work, however, and retires to the monastery at st. sabas, located near 

129. pg 94:436–37.
130. ibid., 440–41.
131. ibid., 449.
132. ibid.
133. ibid., 452.
134. ibid., 453.
135. ibid., 456.
136. ibid., 457.
137. ibid.
138. ibid., 460.
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Jerusalem.139 Before he can do this, however, he must defend himself in a 
duel.140 John gives away his wealth, tours the holy places around Jerusa-
lem and settles into the monastery at st. sabas with his adopted brother, 
cosmas.141

Part III: His Early Struggle in the Monastery at St. Sabas

John’s fame precedes him, and as he enters the monastery at st. sabas there 
is no one who feels qualified to undertake his training.142 finally one of the 
older, stricter monks takes it upon himself to receive John into his cell and 
train the young theologian.143 This is difficult for John because the older 
monk forbids him to write and sets about trying to teach John humility by 
sending him back to the city of Damascus, where he was well known, to 
sell baskets for exorbitant amounts. This task, however, turns out to be in 
John’s favor, for instead of being ridiculed one of his former servants has 
pity on him and pays the high price for the baskets.144 in time one of his 
fellow monks comes to him and begs him to write some funeral poetry for 
a relative who has just died. after some persuasion John relents and writes 
a poem for his bereaved friend. When the older monk hears about this he 
turns John out of his cell in anger. The other monks finally persuade the 
elder monk to relent and take John back in, and in time he agrees upon the 
condition that John would clean out the latrines in the monastery with his 
bare hands. John cheerfully accepts this humiliating task.145 shortly after 
this, the Virgin mary supposedly appears to the older monk one night and 
tells him that John will one day play a significant part in the destiny of the 
church and that he should be allowed to write.146 Thankfully, the ban is lifted 
and John is allowed to spend his days in writing, and in time great treatises 
on theology as well as beautiful poetry flow from his pen.147
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The Truth beyond the Mirror

andrew louth also recognizes the shortcomings of the “Vita,” but he con-
cedes that “even if the greek vita is worthless as a historical source for the 
life of John, it is not without interest.”148 What he means by this statement 
is that even if it only acts as a mirror to reflect what future generations “re-
call” of John’s life, it may not be strictly historical but it may nonetheless be 
“informative.”149 for example, there is the question as to how John gained 
his profound education? The calabrian monk offers a possible explanation, 
though, as louth points out, John could have been an astute student in a 
time when hellenistic learning was still flourishing in the middle east in 
the seventh century.150 in regard to the emperor leo’s revenge, the story 
of the forged letter and the miraculously restored hand illustrates not only 
how leo could have responded, but it raises John’s stature in the eyes of his 
later followers. also, there is a particular icon of the mother of god with 
three hands called Theotokos Ticherousis which may have come from this 
story or, perhaps, inspired the story.151 also, louth explains that the story 
of his struggles at the monastery could have been a reflection of the (false) 
beliefs of some people that monks had been opposed to liturgical hymns 
and singing.152 finally, John’s exoneration and permission to write, indeed, 
even a supernatural authentication of John’s gift, could be a reflection of 
the author’s recognition of John’s renown of liturgical poetry.153 so, if we 
allow the vita to become an open window through which we can view the 
“historical landscape of John’s life,” what kind of information do we find 
reflected there?154

The High Quality of His Education: 

first of all, we can learn some things about John’s educational development 
from this vita. according to the biography, John’s father desired a good 
education for his son, and upon hearing of a newly enslaved monk from 
calabria (in sicily), named cosmas, he asks the caliph, who would have 
been ‘abd al-malik, for his release. facing possible death, cosmas’ greater 
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distress was that he would have no one to pass on his great knowledge that 
he had acquired during his life. Because John’s father and the caliph were on 
friendly terms, the monk was released to the mansurs and became John’s tu-
tor. supposedly there is another cosmas155 who is said to be John’s adopted 
brother, and the two of them benefited greatly from the teaching of the 
monk. after teaching John all he knew of greek, philosophy, science, math-
ematics and theology,156 cosmas asked to be released so he could go back to 
the monastic life. of course this was granted to him. in this story the mirror 
reveals that John had developed a keen knowledge in a number of fields, 
such as philosophy, science and theology, and the fruit of his education was 
well known centuries later and made manifest through his writings. The 
sicilian teacher, cosmas, may never have existed, but the story still illus-
trates the phenomenal intellectual talents of John, and it also provides an 
explanation for John’s great theological understanding, for a learned monk 
would be able to give him a love for theology that would not necessarily be 
present in a classical education.

The vita also claims that after John’s father died, John was invited by 
the caliph to become his “first councilor,” or “vizier.” John may not have 
attained that level of responsibility in the caliph’s court, but even the acts 
of the seventh ecumenical council of 787 recognized that John held an 
important financial post in the caliphate government, probably the same as 
his father and grandfather before him.157 

The vita continues on with a story of how John was framed for treason 
by leo iii, against whom John had written his anti-iconoclastic treatises, 
and the caliph ordered John’s right hand to be cut off. after the hand was 
“miraculously” restored by the Virgin mary during the night, the caliph 
then proclaimed John innocent. John had had enough of politics, however, 
and resigned his post in order to retreat to the monastery. surely much of 
this part of the vita can be put aside as legend, especially the “miraculous” 
restoration of his severed hand,158 but often ancient hagiography can reflect 
reality. in John’s case, for example, his anti-iconoclastic writings against leo 

155. traditionally this other cosmas went off to the st. sabas monastery with John 
later on and is identified as the cosmas who becomes the Bishop of maiuma, to whom 
John later dedicates his great theological treatise the Fount of Knowledge in aD 743. 

156. simmons, Fathers and Doctors of the Church, 90, states that cosmas taught 
John “grammar, logic, arithmetic, geometry, and theology.”

157. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 481.
158. in fact, there is good evidence that John was already at st. sabas by 726 when 

the iconoclastic controversy broke out (cf. tolan, Saracens, 51; chase, St. John of Da-
mascus: Writings, ix, xii, xiii; louth, St. John Damascene, 7, 17, 19).
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iii were recognized for their sound arguments in his day as well as for gen-
erations afterward.159 

The story of his early days in the monastery at st. sabas also provides a 
mirror into John’s life. according to the vita, monastic life in the beginning 
was not easy for John, for apparently, because of his great learning, there 
were no older monks who wanted to supervise his training. finally one of 
the elders, or spiritual fathers, relented, but gave John a course of strict dis-
cipline which did not allow for writing or the study of secular subjects. in 
time, though, after John had demonstrated his humility, and after some of 
the other monks, who had witnessed John’s gift of writing, encouraged his 
mentor to allow John to write liturgical poetry, the older monk finally gave 
his approval and John’s pen began to flow with liturgical songs, as well as 
with sermons and theological treatises.160 While it is difficult to validate that 
John was abused by an older monk and restricted from writing when he 
first entered the monastery, the story does help us fill in some other details 
about when John may have left Damascus for the monastic life and where he 
may have actually resided. as we have discussed above in the more factual 
section, there is good reason to believe that John resigned from his govern-
mental position around the year 715 when umar ii became the new caliph 
and began to impose stricter regulations on who would be able to serve in 
the administrative posts. John may have traveled to the monastery outside 
of Jerusalem at that time. however, Theophanes places John in Damascus 
around the year 730, embroiled in writing his defense of icons against the 
iconoclasts.161 Then, when we put this together with an eighth-century in-
scription referring to peter, the patriarch of Damascus (who died in 743), 
as “John’s bishop,” we may be able to see how the vita demonstrates that 
John may have become a monk while still in Damascus and after he left 
public office.162 it also assumes a later entry into st. sabas, perhaps after the 
publication of his three letters against the iconoclasts. This would explain 
the monks’ difficulty in finding an appropriate mentor for one of such fame. 
it would also explain the older monk’s perception that there was a “need” 
for John to learn humility. likewise, it would provide the backdrop for the 
drama and intrigue under leo iii. if John were still in Damascus when the 
letters were being circulated, then his friends may have suggested that he 
retire to a more “remote” monastery out of the reach of leo and the arab 

159. louth, St. John Damascene, 19.
160. pg 94:429–90. see also, louth, St. John Damascene, 15–19; and chase, St. John 

of Damascus: Writings, vi–ix.
161. turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 100.
162. louth, St. John Damascene, 8.
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government. The monastery at st. sabas would be an ideal location for that 
strategic retreat. other events would then fall into place. for example, we 
know that John was ordained as a priest by John the patriarch of Jerusalem 
before his death in 735, so if John of Damascus entered around 730 as a 
monk from another monastery, his ordination in the remaining years of 
the patriarch would not pose a problem. There is also a reference to John’s 
friendship with John the patriarch in one of his works that gives us a rare 
glimpse into his personal world.163 We may not be able to put together a 
complete year by year biography of John, but together with the better sub-
stantiated facts and the glimpses from the vita, we at least have more than a 
mere reflection in a distant mirror of historical events, and when we take a 
look at his writings, we will also have a glimpse into his very soul. 

conclusIon

The biographical material on John of Damascus may be minimal, but 
through the substantiated historical evidence, together with the logical con-
clusions based on the internal and external evidence of writings during that 
time, as well as the hagiographical information on John’s life, education and 
accomplishments, it can be established that John was employed in a key 
position as chief financial officer in the umayyad empire, served as a priest 
and monk in the melkite tradition, and was responsible for writing at least 
two treatises on islam as well as significant doctrinal and liturgical works 
for the church. in the following chapters, an overview of the historical and 
theological development of islam in its first 100 years will be filtered through 
the writings of John of Damascus in order to see what can be learned from 
the pen of this “simple priest and monk.”

163. ibid., 6.
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3

John’s Islamic Context

IntroductIon

robert hoyland notes that “John of Damascus was particularly important 
as a source for Byzantine and Western christian views of muhammad, be-
ing the first to speak of muhammad’s revelation and legislation, portrayal 
of christ, carnal vision of paradise, his many wives and his instruction by 
a monk.”1 in reality, John not only gives us information about muhammad, 
but he also provides an important window into the early developments of 
islam, the Qur’an and the nature of eighth-century theological disputes.

The traditional view, drawing on muslim sources,2 provides many 
details of the life and teachings of muhammad3 and recounts thousands of 
muhammad’s sayings collected in what is known as the Hadith.4 This view 
also holds that the Qur’an was canonized in perfect arabic5 within twenty 

1. hoyland, “The earliest christian Writings on muhammad,” 276n2.
2. al-Ṭabari, The History of Al-Ṭabari; al-Baladhuri, The Origins of the Islamic 

State; ibn ishaq, The Life of Muhammad.
3. earliest extant written account is early ninth century (two hundred years after 

the fact); see Karl-heinz ohlig, and gerd-r. puin, The Hidden Origins of Islam, 7–10.
4. ninth century (two hundred years after). see, for example, al-Bukhari, abu ‘abd 

allah muhammad ibn isma’il, The Translation of the Meanings of Sahih al-Bukha’ri.
5. earliest copy is late eighth century (one hundred and sixty years after); there are 

some possible fragments from sana’a, Yemen, dated preliminarily to the early eighth 
century by gerd puin (personal conversation). see puin, “observations on early 
Qur’an manuscripts in san’a,” 739–46; and also saeed, The Qur’an: An Introduction, 110.
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years of the prophet’s death and relates detailed accounts of battles and lists 
of the people involved.6 Yet, none of these things can be validated to the 
seventh century when they allegedly occurred because they were not writ-
ten down until almost 150–200 years later.7

The traditional View concerning muhammad, islam and the Qur’an 
is accepted by most muslims and also by a number of Western scholars, 
such as John esposito and Karen armstrong.8 many other Western scholars, 
however, point to the paucity of sources for the traditional View, and raise 
more questions than answers.9 some, like arthur Jeffery, conclude that after 
reviewing the traditional account of the development of the Qur’an, “very 
little examination is needed to reveal the fact that this account is largely fic-
titious. nothing is more certain than that when the prophet died there was 
no collected, arranged, collated body of revelations.”10 This regular absence 
of documentary evidence, not only in relation to the Qur’an but also in re-
gard to the life and teaching of muhammad and the early religious beliefs of 
his followers, has created a number of possible scenarios; for where there is 
a lack of evidence, there is an abundance of speculation. one scholar, fred 
Donner, describes four categories or approaches that researchers have come 
up with in order to interpret the evidence that is available.11 

d onner’s four categorIes concernIng the 
development of Isl am

Donner’s four categories concerning the development of islam are the De-
scriptive approach, the source-critical approach, the traditional-critical 
approach and the skeptical approach. The Descriptive approach essen-
tially accepts the “traditional picture of islamic origins presented by the 
muslim sources.”12 This approach was founded upon three main assump-
tions about the sources. first, that the Qur’an contained factual information 

6. earliest islamic documents are from the eighth century (over one hundred years 
after the fact).

7. gilchrist, Jam’ Al-Qur’an, 147. see also ohlig, The Hidden Origins of Islam, 7–10; 
Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 20; Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, xv; and nevo 
and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 11.

8. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path; armstrong, Islam: A Short History.
9. hoyland, “new Documentary texts and the early islamic state,” 1–4; nevo and 

Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 5–12; and Berkey, Formation of Islam, 57–58.
10. Jeffery, “materials for the history of the text of the Koran, 116. (Jeffery’s article 

was first published in 1937.)
11. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 5–31.
12. ibid., 5.
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about muhammad and his teachings. second, that the muslim chronicles, 
written almost 150 to 200 years after the death of muhammad, were reliable 
for reconstructing an accurate picture of “what really happened,” and third, 
that the hadith were separate from the historical accounts of the chronicles 
and could be treated as a distinct religious literature helpful for developing 
religious piety rather than determining historical reliability.13 Donner com-
ments that writing from this view is appealing, and often applauded by the 
muslims, but the reliability of the narratives unravels under the scrutiny 
of historical and philological analysis.14 Donner concludes that “numerous 
instances of glaring contradictions among different sources, or of logical 
and chronological absurdity, implausibility, or patent sectarian or political 
bias” marginalized this approach as outdated and historically unacceptable.15 
it is also interesting to note that John of Damascus, writing over 100 years 
after muhammad’s death, makes no mention of hadith material in his writ-
ings on islam, nor does he seem to be aware of any chronological factors, 
though he is cognizant of some of the writings of muhammad and some of 
the claims of the ishmaelites.

The source-critical approach, begun in the mid-nineteenth century 
by Julius Wellhausen and others, attempted to use source-criticism, as it 
had been applied to the Bible, in order to resolve “patent contradictions” 
and “logical absurdities in the sources.”16 Donner outlines four assumptions 
for this view. first, it was assumed that much of the early historical material 
could be considered reliable, but it was intermixed with unreliable material 
that had been corrupted by inaccurate oral transmission, tribal biases and 
polemics. a second assumption was that non-muslim sources, especially in 
syriac and greek, could provide corroboration of the reliability of evidence 
mentioned in the arabic narratives. The third assumption was that the 
hadith material was essentially non-historical and therefore unreliable for 
any accurate reconstruction of islamic history. finally, the fourth assump-
tion was that the Quranic text itself has been accepted without any firm 
documentary evidence.17 Donner’s overall assessment of the source-critical 
approach is that it provided good insight and guidelines for the interpreta-
tion of the Qur’an and other written sources in regard to muslim beliefs as 
well as politics, and it allowed for a more accurate arrangement of material 
so that interdependencies and relationships could be ascertained. The main 

13. ibid., 5–6.
14. ibid., 7–8.
15. ibid., 8–9.
16. ibid., 9.
17. ibid., 9–10.
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limitation, however, is that, while scholars could gain a better understand-
ing of how muslims in the third century ah viewed their first-century 
origins, they would not be able to verify those views since there were no 
muslim documents from that period. in other words, this approach works 
well for written documents, but fails to promote historical and philologi-
cal confidence in the absence of first-century written sources. When we 
compare this view with the writings of John of Damascus on islam, who 
did write at the end of the islamic first century, we are reminded that he 
also considered the writings of muhammad to contain “absurdities” and the 
message to be motivated by a polemical agenda. in addition, he wrote that 
some of the practices were based on pagan rituals and erroneous theological 
interpretations.

The tradition-critical approach, inaugurated by ignaz goldziher’s 
study of the hadith in 1890, accepted the idea that the sacred literature of 
muslims, the Qur’an, the hadith and the sira, contained a “kernel of his-
torical fact,” but they argued that much of the tradition evolved over time 
and “shows the impact of political, theological, social, and other issues that 
were important not at the time of the event the accounts are supposedly de-
scribing (e.g. the life of the prophet), but only at some time during the long 
period when the tradition was being transmitted, first orally and later in 
increasingly rigid written form.”18 in doing his research, goldziher discov-
ered that many of the hadiths that he was using to reconstruct early events 
in the life of muhammad were actually forgeries. in time he questioned the 
whole corpus of hadiths as well as the isnads, which traced the transmission 
of the hadiths and gave them their authority.19 This also led to other ques-
tions about the way that muslim scholars evaluated their own traditions 
and interpretations. ultimately, Donner points out, those in the tradition-
critical approach rejected the “documentary hypothesis” of the strictly 
source-critical approach and claimed that while many of the early accounts 
from the muslims may be spurious from a historical point of view, there is 
still a reasonable belief that with careful analysis and comparison of sources 
that the original account may be determined, or at least the earliest extant 
version can be recovered.20 one of the obvious difficulties with maintaining 
this position is that there are no islamic documentary sources that recorded 
these early events.21 at best, there are oral accounts that were written down 

18. ibid., 15.
19. ibid., 14.
20. ibid., 15–16. note: Donner, in his desire to determine the “kernel of truth” in 

the early islamic conquests (see Donner, Early Islamic Conquests), would probably 
place himself in this camp. (This was verified in a private conversation with Donner.)

21. earliest written arabic sources are from the abbasid period, which began in 
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perhaps starting in the middle of the eighth century, but the bulk of them 
are from the ninth century. Without written documentation, how can these 
events be verified? This is why the works of John of Damascus on islam are 
so important for us today. as a devout christian, John lived in the midst of 
the islamic stronghold and witnessed the events as they unfolded. if anyone 
can verify the state of islam in the early eighth century, it is certainly John 
of Damascus.

This lack of written documentation on the part of the muslims is the 
basis of the argument of the fourth group that Donner deals with, those who 
hold to a skeptical or revisionist approach. While these scholars may ac-
cept the notion of the tradition-critics that the origins of islam are the result 
of an evolution of oral traditions, they reject the idea that any “kernel” of 
historical information has remained intact so that the “real story” of islam 
could be reconstructed. after all, they would say, if the hadith with their 
isnads were forgeries, then why would the so-called historical accounts not 
merit the same conclusion since they can also be shown to follow a similar 
isnadic transmission? also, the earliest written documents to give evidence 
to these sayings in the first place date from almost 200 years after muham-
mad’s death.22

Donner states that there are generally three assumptions put forth 
by the skeptics: first, the Qur’an was derived from a number of sources 
external to islam, perhaps even including syriac christian liturgy and Jew-
ish commentary,23 and the Qur’an itself was not canonized until late in the 
second century ah. Therefore, it cannot be used to give an accurate picture 
of the origins of islam or the role of muhammad. second, the narratives of 
islamic origins should be understood from a bias of “salvation history.” in 
other words, it is not possible at this time to retrieve the “kernel” of his-
torical information because whatever facts survived would be inextricably 
woven into the fabric of later polemical interpretation. Third, the narratives 
concerning the life of muhammad are derived from sirat literature that 
tried to explain the Qur’an through exegetical extrapolations and second-
century interpretations. Therefore, they cannot be used to determine his-
toric events that took place in the first century of islam or provide a basis 
for the legal tradition developed from the hadith because the connection 
to muhammad may only be illusory and certainly not adduced from any 

751.
22. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 20.
23. see chap. 4 of the present work: the author’s specific additions of possible sourc-

es based on material cited by luxenberg, firestone, and nevo.
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historical documents.24 in other words, the revisionists are saying that the 
hadith were derived from early commentaries on the Qur’an, beginning 
sometime in the latter half of the eighth century, as believers tried to make 
sense of various passages in the Qur’an, and then “this material was used 
to write the ‘history’ of the prophet's life, and to explain the Quranic text 
in a second layer of exegetical activity.”25 regarding this historiographical 
approach by early muslims which draws one body of literature (the hadith) 
from another (the Qur’an) in order to redact a third (the life of muham-
mad), patricia crone claims that much of the material is merely comprised 
of “residues of religious arguments” and in the end, “the bulk of it is debris 
of an obliterated past.”26 even Donner gives credit to the skeptics when he 
states that “the skeptical approach derives plausibility from years of source-
critical and tradition-critical research that has conclusively demonstrated 
the existence in islamic tradition of a heavy overlay of pious legend and 
the influence of manipulations, distortions, and fabrications of all kinds.”27 
in the end, the skeptics take it a step further and argue that the kernel of 
historical “truth” may never be recoverable since it is built on “only succes-
sive layers of repeatedly reshaped and redacted material.”28 Donner, how-
ever, is not willing to go this far in his critique of the islamic sources and 
concludes that the revisionist view does not adequately assess the complex 
historical developments and societal paradigm shifts that took place in the 
first 100 years of islam. however, when we examine the writings of John 
of Damascus, we notice a number of correlative areas shared with the re-
visionists. first of all, John’s recognition of some writings of muhammad 
with different titles reveals his familiarity with some parts of the Quranic 
text, and his inference that they comprise different writings rather than one 
book mitigates against a fully canonized Qur’an by the mid-eighth century, 
which corresponds with what the revisionist purport. secondly, much like 
the revisionists, his staunch defense of the trinity and the deity of christ 
against the clear doctrinal attacks of Quranic statements attest to his recog-
nition of the nature of polemical interpretation on the part of the muslims. 
lastly, John’s limited knowledge of muhammad may infer that biographical 
information was scarce even in the mid-eighth century, perhaps revealing 
the lack of sirat literature and the hadith. however, this may support the 

24. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 23.
25 ibid., 24–25. Donner is referring to the assessment of Burton in his book The 

Collection of the Qur’an.
26. crone, Slaves on Horses, 9–10.
27. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 25.
28. ibid., 25.
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revisionist’s view that much of the life of muhammad was redacted from 
the Qur’an, which, in turn, was used to develop the hadith.

an alternatIve vIeW of the development of 
Isl am

While Donner’s revisionist view seems to correspond best with the mid- 
eighth-century writings of John of Damascus, there are still historical and 
theological perspectives that do not match up. perhaps this is because one 
of the main problems with Donner’s four views is that they are basically 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century interpretations of eighth- and ninth-
century reconstructions. is there a more “scientific history” that will inter-
pret and reconstruct the events according to data that corresponds to the 
seventh and early eighth centuries, such as archaeological, epigraphic and 
numismatic evidence? gary habermas, one of the world’s authorities on 
the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus christ, posits that if history is 
the “occurrence of past events, as well as the recording and interpreting of 
them,” and if we want to obtain the most objective data possible, then we 
need to “ascertain as nearly as possible those facts that best fit the data.” in 
regard to early islam, we should choose our interpretation according to that 
which best fits the evidence and that which provides the “most probable 
conclusion.” in other words, when dealing with the evidence, whether it is 
documentary, archaeological, epigraphic or numismatic material or eyewit-
ness reports, the “results should conform to all known data and provide the 
most comprehensive and probable judgment on the issues.” it should also be 
defensible based on the most “factual data available.” in this way, historical 
investigation takes on the role of a “scientific study” of the events and histo-
rians are able to use their evidentially-based tools in a fashion much like fo-
rensic scientists who seek to reconstruct a past event based on the best data 
and the most probable conclusions.29 The British historian g.r. elton seems 
to agree with this view and adds that historical events are independent and 
have a real existence outside of the interpretations of modern observers, 
and, therefore, when the evidence for the events increases, the likelihood 
of constructing a more feasible understanding of the event also increases. 
Thus, history can be ‘scientifically’ studied, he says, and with more accurate 
evidence the historian will be able to provide a more probable explanation 
of the events.30 This is very much what the revisionists31 attempted in the 

29. habermas, The Historical Jesus, 259–74.
30. elton and evans, The Practice of History, 46–60.
31. John Wansbrough, patricia crone, michael cook, andrew rippin and g. W. 
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1970s and the 1980s. Donner may have pointed out the weakness of the 
lack of documents to promote the revisionist views, but their use of other 
evidence has revolutionized recent islamic studies.32 

in addition to the revisionists, we now have a host of scholars, whom i 
call the “neo-revisionists,”33 who have corrected some of the shortcomings 
of the revisionists and bring to bear a much more scientifically accurate 
interpretation of the first two centuries of islam based on a higher level of 
investigative research using a type of historical forensics. in the end, their 
view may not be the most plausible one for a reconstruction of the history 
of early islam, but it is certainly interesting and revolutionary, and deserves 
to be held up against the testimony of the seventh-century non-muslim ac-
counts as well as the eighth-century testimony of John of Damascus. 

the neo-revIsIonIst vIeW

from the neo-revisionist school we get a very different picture of the devel-
opment of muhammad, the Qur’an and the religion of islam. Jeremy Johns, 
of oxford university, believes that one of the reasons for this difference is 
due to the problematic character of the islamic literary sources. Johns writes,

if our goal is to comprehend the way in which muslims of the 
late 2nd/8th and 3rd/9th third/ninth centuries understood the 
origins of their society, then we are very well off indeed. But if 
our aim is to find out ‘what really happened’—i.e., to develop 
reliably documented answers to modern questions about the 
earliest decades of islamic societies — then we are in trouble.34 

The problem, of course, is that there is an almost total lack of any con-
temporary sources from the islamic side until late in the eighth century, 
almost 150 years after the death of muhammad.35 The earliest written ac-

hawting.
32. forensic evidence such as archaeological sites, epigraphic and numismatic ma-

terial and seventh-century non-muslim eyewitness written accounts.
33. robert hoyland, Yehuda nevo, Jeremy Johns, sidney griffith, reuven firestone, 

christoph luxenberg, gerd-r puin, Karl-heinz ohlig, and Kevin Van Bladel. please 
note: robert hoyland is difficult to categorize in any of these views, but through a 
private conversation with hoyland he agreed that, based on his way of dealing with the 
evidence, i could put him in this category, though he would dispute the conclusions of 
some of the others in this list.

34. Johns, “archaeology and the history of early islam,” 412.
35. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 1–5. Donner also mentions that from the 

late eighth century there are “copious literary sources in arabic that purport, at least, 
to tell us much about this earliest phase of islamic history. These include chronicles, 



John’s Islamic Context 53

count dealing with the life of muhammad, for example, is the biography by 
ibn ishaq, supposedly written before 767, but only appearing as a recension 
in ibn hisham’s biography written in the early ninth century.36 This “paucity 
of material evidence” from the earliest decades of islam makes it extremely 
difficult to ascertain anything about islamic origins from muslim sources.37 
Thus, outside of some archaeological and epigraphic information, knowl-
edge about the prophet muhammad, the first four caliphs and the devel-
opment of the Qur’an is “undocumented” according to modern historical 
research methods.38 Johns points out that there is a “late crystallization of a 
fluid oral tradition” represented by the “copious” written arabic narratives 
of the late eighth century, but they could not be considered to be what he 
calls “scientific history” unless they can be corroborated by earlier external 
non-muslim evidence.39 as an archaeologist, nevo suggests that there are 
three things that tell a better story than written accounts, since they avoid 
the inherent bias of the writer: rock inscriptions, archaeological sites and 
coins.40 even then, the archaeological, epigraphical, and numismatic evi-
dence left by the arabs differs greatly from their later traditional account, 
which nevo advises “needs to be radically reinterpreted or discarded alto-
gether as historical fact.”41 like Jeremy Johns, nevo cautions that 

non-contemporary literary sources are, in our opinion, inad-
missible as historical evidence. if one has no source of knowl-
edge of the 7th century except texts written in the 9th century 
or later, one cannot know anything about the 7th century: one 

poems, collections of hadith (sayings) attributed to the prophet or his companions, 
epistles on theological issues, collections of adab (belles-lettres), and other materials, 
in addition to the text of the Qur’an itself. it is mainly on the testimony of these liter-
ary sources that the outlines of islamic origins have been sketched, by both traditional 
muslim and by modern scholars.” it is important to note, however, that these docu-
ments are from the late eighth century on, and may not have existed before that time. 

36. Berkey, Formation of Islam, 57. crone says that this is like “reconstructing the 
origins of christianity on the basis of the writings of clement or Justin martyr in a 
recension by origen.” crone, Slaves on Horses, 202n10.

37. hoyland, “new Documentary texts and the early islamic state,” 395. see also 
Bright, “The great Koran con trick,” 1–4; nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 5–12; 
and Berkey, Formation of Islam, 57–8. Berkey even quotes g. r. hawting, who says 
that “none of the islamic texts available to us yet existed,” meaning that the texts that 
purport to give the definitive history of muhammad, the Qur’an and the rise of islam 
were not written until two centuries after the events. 

38. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 3.
39. Johns, “archaeology and the history of early islam,” 412.
40. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 8–9. 
41. ibid., 8, 11; italics in the original.
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can only know what people in the 9th century or later believed 
about the 7th.42 

lIterature that may convey hIstory

This is perhaps why patricia crone believes that the best thing to do is to “to 
step outside the islamic tradition altogether and start again,”43 for if “it was 
the storytellers who created the tradition” in the first place, then how will we 
know which stories to accept and which ones to discard?44 robert hoyland 
agrees and further suggests that a study of non-muslim evidence pertaining 
to the seventh century may be able to give us the insight needed to piece 
together the puzzle of early islam.45 hoyland argues that these non-muslim 
literary sources from the first one hundred years of islam, corroborated by 
the archaeological, epigraphic and numismatic evidence, may “tell us more 
than skeptics allow for.”46 hoyland recounts, for example, that early chris-
tian writers, from the late seventh and early eighth centuries, indicate that 
muhammad, or at least the one who was recognized as the leader of the 
arabs, was known variously as a military leader, a trader, a king, a mono-
theist revivalist, a lawgiver and a prophet.47 These are very specific terms 
that argue for a specific person fulfilling these roles. We must proceed with 
caution, however, for while these testimonies give evidence for an historical 
person, the accounts are often biased by religious influences and some of the 
documents that recount these eyewitness reports are later copies that may 
have been altered due to political or religious motives.48 With this caution 
in mind, the few non-muslim writers from the seventh century do seem 
to give evidence of cult-like religious practices and a controversial leader. 
in addition, it is evident from these sources that the invading mu’minun, 

42.  nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 9.
43. crone and cook, Hagarism, 3.
44. crone, Meccan Trade, 225.
45. Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 546. it is interesting to note that hoyland was a student 

of patricia crone. it is very much like a puzzle: we don’t have all the pieces; sometimes 
the pieces seem to change shape; also, some that seem to fit in one place are later un-
derstood to fit better elsewhere; instead of being two-dimensional, the full puzzle is 
three-dimensional because it involves views from christians, Jews, and arabs of that 
time, and views from the present trying to interpret it all.

46. hoyland, “new Documentary texts and the early islamic state,” 395–96.
47. hoyland, “The earliest christian Writings on muhammad,” 277–78.
48. it is also curious that any muslim evidence on muhammad is conspicuously 

absent until the time of ‘abd al-malik, almost 60 years after muhammad’s death.
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or “believers,” did in fact have a monotheistic faith with distinctive values 
in opposition to the beliefs of the christians. They were iconoclastic and 
they prayed toward the ka’ba, which they considered the “house of god.” 
They also sacrificed before the ka’ba, worshiped a sacred stone and con-
ducted their worship in specific places called “masjid.” a few, like sebeos 
(c. 660), referred to muhammad49 as a “guide” and “instructor” who urged 
his followers to obey the law that was revealed to him by god. sebeos also 
wrote that muhammad “legislated that they were not to eat carrion, not to 
drink wine, not to speak falsehoods, and not to commit adultery.”50 This is 
similar to John’s list of saracen customs and practices at the end of Heresy of 
the Ishmaelites, where he mentions the practice of circumcision of men and 
women, orders not to observe the sabbath, orders not to be baptized, orders 
not to eat certain forbidden food, and orders not to drink any wine.51 fur-
thermore, these sources recognized that although the arab muhajirun held 
Jerusalem in honor, they were hostile to the cross and denied that christ 
was the son of god.52 Thus, even though we do not have seventh-century 
accounts of muhammad from muslim writers, we do have indications from 
non-muslims that muhammad not only existed, but was responsible for 
ushering in a new belief system with laws, practices and beliefs that not 
only motivated the arab invaders, but also unified them under a new vision. 
Writing almost eighty years later, John of Damascus also considered mu-
hammad to be an historical figure, but he called muhammad a “false proph-
et” and he called the religion of his followers a “heresy.” he also ridiculed 
the so-called writings that came down to muhammad from heaven. Did 
John receive his information from seventh-century non-muslim accounts? 
Was he privy to documentary sources that no longer exist, both muslim and 
christian, or was he subject to the same influences as those around him? 
tracing the development of muhammad, as well as possible sources for the 
Qur’an and other early islamic writings, may help us better understand the 
eighth-century context from which John of Damascus wrote his critiques 
on islam. in addition, the earlier written accounts by non-muslim eyewit-
nesses may be able to provide more of the background that is necessary in 

49. There were only three writers who referred to muhammad by name—Thomas 
the presbyter (c. 640), sebeos (c. 660), and the chronicler of Khuzistan (c. 660). The 
others either referred to an anonymous arab leader or the name of muhammad was 
redacted back into the document at a later time in a later copy. see hoyland, Seeing 
Islam, 549.

50 sebeos, Armenian History, 96.
51. her 153–56.
52. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 549–50.
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order to best understand John’s context. it is to these accounts that we now 
turn our attention.

testImony of the non-muslIm sources

When the arabs began conquering the cities of the middle east, non-muslim 
eyewitnesses believed that their attackers were a punishment from god for 
their own spiritual rebellion or for sins committed by other rival christian 
groups. Walter Kaegi examines a number of these eyewitness accounts. he 
writes that sophronius believed the arab invasion was divine punishment 
for christian sin: “Because of countless sins and very serious faults” (139); 
anastasias perceived the arab conquest was a divine retribution for chris-
tian sins, also, especially the fault of emperor constans for his persecution 
of the orthodox church (143); sebeos blamed christians themselves: “for 
we have merited it, for we have sinned against the lord” (146); pseudo-
methodius was another who believed it was “because of the lawlessness of 
the christians” (143); and John of nikiu, who was a monophysite, said that 
it was due to divine anger against the errors of the chalcedonian christians 
(148).53 a number of the witnesses testified not only to the brutality of the 
invading forces, but also to their godless nature.54 others, however, testi-
fied that while some in the marauding forces were pagan, others seemed to 
espouse a type of monotheism that incorporated definite Jewish overtones 
mixed with an amalgamation of arab traditions and anti-christian beliefs.55 
most of the Byzantine inhabitants seemed to expect that the invaders would 
be beaten back by a reinforcement of the Byzantine army, but after that hope 
faded a bewilderment set in as they determined to make the best of the 
situation. The invading forces called themselves muhajirun, “emigrants,” 
or mu’minun, the “believers.” Yet, exactly what they believed in was not 
readily apparent. most of the syrian christians knew the arab conquerors 
as “saracens,” “hagarenes,” or “ishmaelites,” all of which have religious as-
sociations.56 even 100 years after John of Damascus’ grandfather had sur-
rendered the city of Damascus to the enemy forces, John was still referring 
to the arabs with these same terms, though he only used the appellations 

53. Kaegi, “initial Byzantine reactions to the arab conquest,” 139–49. see also 
saadi, “nascent islam,” 219.

54. sophronius’s christmas sermon for aD 634; latin text, pg 87:3205, lines 48ff. 
see nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 105.

55. Homily on the Child Saints of Babylon, 36. see hoyland, Seeing Islam, 121. This 
view of a type of monotheism is also found in the dialogue of the patriarch John of 
sedreh and the emir developed in nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 224, 228.

56. Berkey, Formation of Islam, 73–74.
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given by the christians. Through the title of John’s treatise, the “Heresy of 
the Ishmaelites,” we can ascertain that John accepted the religious nature of 
the arabs, but he also still considered their beliefs to be an aberration from 
true christianity. in fact, John went so far as to call muhammad a “false 
prophet” and the religion of the ishmaelites the religion of the “anti-christ.” 
he even blamed muhammad’s false theological views on his encounter with 
an arian monk.57 

like John, early witnesses provide a window into the development of 
the “heresy of the ishmaelites” as well as examples of the responses of the 
various christian groups displaced by the conquest. These non-muslim 
“voices” are very significant, not only in that they give us a literary connec-
tion back to the beginning of the conquest in the 630s, but also because they 
provide an outsider’s critical view of the events and developments in the 
religion that has become islam. These sources may not be as abundant as 
the muslim sources dated from the late eighth century, but, they are eyewit-
ness accounts, and, as nevo points out, they “reflect the period in light of a 
completely different wavelength and from a different angle.”58 as with any 
literary sources, however, nevo warns us that there are problems and short-
comings associated with the texts, besides the normal dating and authentic-
ity tests. The primary shortcoming is that these sources were religious in 
nature rather than historical. They were comprised of sermons, religious 
moralizing, apocalyptic literature, letters from church officials and even po-
lemical responses to the perceived heresies of the arabs. The purpose of the 
documents was not necessarily the recording of historical events, but rather 
the promotion of a particular religious view. Thus, “even when the source is 
apparently factual, reading history from it can be hazardous,” since it may 
be dealing with theological disputes between rival christian sects or it may 
contain biases based on particular theological interpretations.59 Therefore, 
nevo believes that there are several questions that need to be asked of the 
non-muslim texts in order to determine the actual historical nature of the 
events. first, what is the factual content that can be extracted from the 
source, minus its particular bias? second, are the events describing things 
that have taken place in the past, during the time of the writer, or still to take 
place in the future (such as in apocalyptic literature)? Third, which theologi-
cal perspective is being promoted (since it will act as a filter for the events 
described)? for example, sophronius, patriarch of Jerusalem, recorded in 
his christmas sermon of 634 that the reason the arabs blocked the christ-

57. her 2, 11, 12.
58. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 103.
59. ibid., 103.
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mas procession to Bethlehem that year was due to the many “sins and grav-
est errors” committed by the people of god, and therefore they were “unfit” 
to make their annual pilgrimage to the holy site.60 from this sermon we can 
ascertain that the arabs were in control of the area in the year 634 and they 
had limited the access to the town of Bethlehem. however, when sophro-
nius refers to the conquerors as “vengeful and god-hating saracens,”61 who 
carried a “blood-loving blade,”62 he was not only saying that they were prone 
to violence, but he was also strongly indicating that they were not religious. 
Yet, in 639 sophronius gives an account of the “godless saracens” entering 
Jerusalem and building a place “intended for their prayer called a mosque 
(midzgitha).”63 how “godless” could they be, though, if they rushed in to 
establish a place of prayer as soon as they had control of the city? This ac-
count reveals how the bias of the author can misconstrue factual events due 
to a religious agenda, which is a caution we need to heed as we proceed.

one of the earliest non-muslim sources is the anti-Jewish tract, Doc-
trina Jacobi nuper baptizati, set around the year 634. it mentions that “a 
false prophet has appeared among the saracens . . . and is proclaiming the 
advent of the anointed one who is to come.”64 This leader is also supposed 
to have had the keys to paradise and to have come with the sword and the 
chariot. nevo does not believe this describes the muhammad65 that we 
know in the traditional sense since he does not proclaim that “the hour is 
nigh,” but rather proclaims the coming of the anointed one and is said to 
have the keys to paradise (something that is not mentioned in any of the 
traditional accounts). nevo also believes that the message was probably in 
aramaic, or something that people north of arabia would be familiar with, 
rather than arabic, which they would not have paid heed to.66 crone and 
cook believe, on the other hand, that this could be an earlier reference to an 
actual historical account of muhammad which would run contrary to the 
traditional account since it occurs two years after his death in 632.67 Thus, 

60. sophronius’s christmas sermon for aD 634; latin text, pg 87:3205, lines 48ff. 
see nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 105; as well as tolan, Saracens: Islam in the 
Medieval European Imagination, 41–43.

61. sophronius, Holy Baptism, 166–67. see hoyland, Islam as Others Saw It, 72.
62. sophronius, Christmas Sermon, 515. see hoyland, Islam as Others Saw It, 71.
63. sophronius, Pratum spiritual, 100–102. see hoyland, Islam as Others Saw It, 71.
64. Doctrina Jacobi 5.16, 209. see hoyland, Islam as Others Saw It, 57.
65. note that the name muhammad is not used in this document. The reference is 

only to a “false prophet.”
66. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 208–9.
67. crone and cook, Hagarism, 4. crone also says that this reference to muham-

mad may have come from “a stratum of belief older than the islamic tradition itself.”
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muhammad, in their view, would have “led the invading arabs, proclaimed 
the advent of the messiah, and claimed to hold the keys of paradise.”68 in the 
end, nevo cautions us, the prophet that is described would be more out of a 
Judeo-christian background than an arab one, and therefore could be just 
a reference to a passing prophet of the times. nevo also reminds us that the 
prophet of the Doctrina Jacobi is not named, and it is only by inference that 
crone and others adopt the name of “muhammad.” indeed, the “prophet” 
could have been the leader of the saracens at that time, either abu Bakr 
or uthman, or another ishmaelite prophet who was raised up by god to 
conquer the Byzantines and restore the land.69 it could even have been a 
reference to a prophet in the rabbinic apocalyptic tradition.

about that same time, Thomas the presbyter (wr. ca. 640), writing in 
syriac, relates how the arabs invaded and conquered syria in 635–36, even 
killing a number of monks when they stormed the monasteries.70 he is also, 
apparently, the first one to mention muhammad by name. Thomas says there 
was a “battle between the romans and the arabs of muhammad (tayyaye 
d-Mhmt) in palestine twelve miles east of gaza.”71 The reference to muham-
mad, however, may have been inserted in a later copy of this document, as 
was commonplace at this time;72 but if it originally did refer to muham-
mad by name, then we would have documentary evidence of the existence 
of muhammad as early as aD 640, the time of the completion of Thomas’ 
chronicle. There is also a mention of the arabs of muhammad (muhmd) on 
the fly-leaf of a sixth-century syriac manuscript of the gospels, scribbled in 
arabic. hoyland believes that it is post-636, but a definitive date is impos-
sible to give due to the fragmentary nature of the page. The phrase “we saw” 
may indicate that it was an eyewitness account of a battle that took place in 
636, but even Donner advises caution due to the fragmentary nature and 
indeterminate date.73 

one of the dangers in using literary sources to determine actual his-
tory is that the documents can be changed later on when they are copied or 

68. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 209.
69. ibid., 210.
70. apparently the monasteries of Qedar and Bnata (Thomas the presbyter, Chron-

icle, 148).
71. Thomas the presbyter, Chronicle, 147. see hoyland, Islam as Others Saw It, 120. 

see also griffith, Shadow, 25.
72. see the material on John of nikiu later in this chapter.
73. Donner, Early Islamic Conquest, 144. see hoyland, Islam as Others Saw It, 116. 

“in January the people of homs took the word for their lives and many villages were 
ravaged by the killing of the arabs of muhammad (muhmd) and many people were 
slain and taken prisoner from galilee as far as Beth. . .”
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translated into a different language. for example, nevo argues that a sermon 
on the feast of the epiphany (636 or 637) by sophronius could have been 
embellished with a long list of arab atrocities by a later transcriber who 
knew the traditional account.

We have no information on the date of the manuscript or its 
transmission history, but suggest that either the entire section 
was tacked on to sophronius’ sermon at a later date, or that his 
initial rhetorical question, “Why do barbarian raids abound?” 
was considerably embellished by a later transcriber who knew 
the traditional account and therefore “knew” better than 
sophronius what the prophesied “abomination of desolation” 
entailed.74 

Words could have been added to the sermon or changed by later trans-
lators, and in this way the traditional account could have been “read back” 
into sophronius’ account. since the earliest copy that we have of this sermon 
is from the sixteenth century, this scenario is certainly possible.75 

another barrier to accurately assessing the literary sources is that 
modern critics may be reading the traditional account back into the words 
of these early witnesses. nevo uses sophronius’ christmas sermon of 634 
to illustrate this point. sophronius would have certainly mentioned the re-
ligion of the “invaders” as Islam if he had been aware that the term referred 
to them at this time. he did not mention muhammad at all, and, as Kaegi 
points out, “in his view, the arabs were simply terrible, godless invaders 
without any religious impulse.”76 Yet, some modern critics are reading the 
traditional account back into the words of sophronius, and other writers, 
in order to promote a view that islam was present from the beginning of 
the conquest. for example, in the quote above by Kaegi, he added the word 
“invaders” to sophronius’ description of the “godless saracens.” This is be-
cause Kaegi, like other modern critics, apparently believes that many of the 
invading tribesmen had only recently converted from paganism to islam 
and therefore were imperfect followers of muhammad. however, nevo ar-
gues that “if the arabs of whom sophronius complained were still pagan, 
and muhammad yet unknown, the fact that sophronius mentioned neither 
their prophet nor their religion ceases to require explanation.”77 in other 
words, we need to be aware that when a document mentions “muhammad” 

74. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 121.
75.  ibid., 120.
76. Kaegi, “initial Byzantine reactions to the arab conquest,” 140. see also nevo 

and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 212.
77. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 212–13.
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or “islam” or the “Qur’an,” the original words may have been something 
like “saracen prophet,” “religion of the ishmaelites” or simply “writings” or 
“scriptures.” 

a good example of this substitution may be found in the Chronicle of 
John of nikiu, written in egypt around 690.78 John refers many times to the 
“muslims” and even mentions the “detestable doctrine of the beast, that is, 
muhammad.”79 however, since the earliest text that we have is a 1602 ethi-
opic translation from an earlier arabic translation from the original greek 
and coptic, there is no way to verify that the original word was “muslim” 
instead of “saracen” or “ishmaelite,” which were also used in the chronicle.80 
it would also have been easy to insert the word “muhammad” in reference 
to the “doctrine of the beast.” nevo argues that the John of nikiu text suf-
fered tampering and distortion, since the term “muslim” does not occur 
elsewhere in christian texts until aD 775.81 hoyland also says that the term 
was probably “saracen” or “arab” in the original coptic. moreover, he sus-
pects that the use of “muhammad” in respect to the “beast” is also a later 
gloss.82

if these early non-muslim texts are so problematic, what can we as-
certain from them? one thing we can pick up from a number of the early 
documents is that the arabs espoused a form of a transitional, monotheistic 
religion similar to the forms of Judaism and christianity found in that area. 
for example, the Homily on the Child Saints of Babylon, written sometime in 
the 640s, referred to the saracens as religious yet barbaric. They would boast 
about their fasts and prayer, but were also regarded as “oppressors” who 
“massacre and lead into captivity the sons of men.”83 Their religious activi-
ties were present, apparently, but not very efficacious. from the discussion 
between the patriarch John of sedreh and an arab governor referred to as 
the “emir,” which took place around 644, we can determine that though the 
emir was religious, following a basic monotheism with Jewish-christian as-
sociations, he was not a muslim and he did not mention muhammad, islam 
nor the Qur’an.84 

78.  John of Nikiu: Chronicle.
79.  John of Nikiu: Chronicle 121.5. see also nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 

233.
80. see nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 233–34.
81. ibid., 235n82.
82. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 156.
83. Homily on the Child Saints of Babylon, 36. see hoyland, Seeing Islam, 121.
84. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 224, 228. see also saadi, “nascent islam,” 

219–20.
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a number of non-muslim writers in the 650s and 660s, such as sebeos, 
the bishop of the Bagratunis,85 and the chronicler of Khuzistan, provided 
outside sources regarding many of the battles between the Byzantines and 
the arabs. The chronicle of Khuzistan even records another possible refer-
ence to the leadership of muhammad (mhmd).86 in the last decades of the 
seventh century, men like John bar penkaye (wr. 687) offer a more posi-
tive account of the arab rule. John writes, for example, that in the time of 
mu’awiyah justice and peace flourished, as well as freedom for the chris-
tians to worship. he even presents muhammad as a “guide,” a “teacher,” and 
a “legislator,” for those who follow him as their prophet.87 This would fit 
in well with what we know of the rise of ‘abd al-malik during this time 
and his proclamation of muhammad as the prophet in the year 691. in the 
time of ‘abd al-malik, however, christians began to turn their attention 
from recording the events of the conquests to engaging in theological and 
apologetic responses to the challenges of the arabs. sidney griffith even 
states that it may have been ‘abd al-malik’s campaign to launch the new 
“hegemony of islam” that precipitated the defensive, apologetic undertaking 
that characterized the first half of the eighth century and led up to John of 
Damascus and his treatise on the “heresy of the ishmaelite.”88 as early as 
700, anastasios of sinai referred to “false notions of the arabs” in regard 
to developing theological ideas. he seems to be aware of Quranic terms 
and had conversations with arabs about doctrine, but he “makes no explicit 
reference to muhammad, the Qur’an or to islam.”89 in his book, Hodegos, he 
says that christians were engaging in religious controversy with religious 
arabs in his day, especially in regard to the arab condemnation of any-
one who says, “two gods” or that god could have carnally begotten a son.90 
These were topics that John of Damascus dealt with several decades later. in 
fact, like John of Damascus, anastasios believed that the arab religion was 
a heresy.91 

another writer from around the turn of the century, a syrian ortho-
dox bishop named Jacob of edessa (d. 708), was aware of arab religious 

85. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 124–31.
86. ibid., 185–88.
87. ibid., 194–200. see also, hoyland, “earliest christian Writings on muham-

mad,” 277–97. note: John bar penkaye does not use the word “prophet” in regard to 
muhammad.

88. griffith, Shadow, 32.
89. ibid., 28.
90. ibid., 29.
91. ibid., 30–31.
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beliefs that were monotheistic, but neither christian nor Jewish. The arabs,92 
according to Jacob, acknowledged that Jesus was the messiah, unlike the 
Jews, but they did not accept Jesus as the son of god. he also recognized 
that they called Jesus the Word of god as well as admitted that Jesus was the 
spirit of god, though without seeming to realize the significance of these 
roles.93 This material was also familiar to John of Damascus and used in 
his critique of islam written several decades later. it is significant, however, 
that although Jacob of edessa seemed to be aware of these Quranic ideas 
and islamic teachings during the time of ‘abd al-malik’s reign, he did not 
mention the Qur’an or the religion of islam. 

finally, there is a purported letter from leo iii to umar ii (717–20) 
which details information about islam and may be an earlier work than that 
of John of Damascus, but the authenticity of the letter is disputed and still 
unresolved. The earliest form we have is an armenian translation from the 
late eighth century and this differs greatly from a later latin version (the 
original version being presumably in greek). schacht dates the document 
no earlier than mid-second century a.h., or some thirty years after John of 
Damascus wrote De Haeresibus.94 

leo, who is reported to have known both greek and arabic, may still 
be able to give us a theological “snapshot” of the mid-eighth century. curi-
ously, leo only knows the Qur’an by the name of “furqan”95 and refers to 
it as a book of god that he believes was really written by umar, ali and 
salman the persian, presumably in the earlier decades.

You admit that we say that it [the gospel] was written by god 
. . . as you pretend for your furqan, although we know that it 
was umar [i.e., the second caliph], abu turab [i.e., ali] and 
salman the persian, who composed that.96 

however, he is aware of some of its main teachings, and seems to fo-
cus on the material found in surahs 2–5, which, interestingly enough, are 

92. patricia crone refers to the arabs as “mahgraye,” a syriac term for emigrants, 
in her translation of Jacob, and robert hoyland translates the term as “muslim.” crone 
and cook, Hagarism, 11–12. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 166–67.

93. griffith, Shadow, 31–32. see also crone and cook, Hagarism, 11–12; hoyland, 
Seeing Islam, 166–67. similarities to these statements can be found in the Qur’an in 
surah 4:171.

94. schacht, The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence, 4–5.
95. another name for the Qur’an used in the second century ah. see nevo and 

Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 240.
96. ibid., 240.
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the same ones that John of Damascus was familiar with.97 These surahs are 
also concerned with legal issues facing the young empire. This makes more 
sense when we realize that leo never refers to muhammad as a prophet, but 
rather relegates him to the position of “legislator,” or “head” of the saracen 
religion. Thus, leo’s perception of islam and of its leader in the middle of 
the eighth century seems to be focused on the political realm rather than 
the spiritual one. John of Damascus, on the other hand, in his assessment of 
these same surahs, and around the same time, emphasized the spiritual im-
plications of the civil procedures, such as when he questioned their strong 
reliance on witnesses for any property dealings yet held their prophet to a 
different standard:

on the one hand, you take wives and possess property and don-
keys and everything else through witnesses; yet, on the other 
hand, you accept your faith and your scriptures unwitnessed. 
for the one who has handed down this scripture to you has no 
verification from any source, nor is there any prior witness to 
him known.98 

conclusIon

Based on the best historical information at hand, did John of Damascus 
accurately portray muhammad, the Qur’an, and the early islamic theologi-
cal disputes? When we consider that the earliest biography of muhammad 
written by muslims was in the late eighth century, or even the early ninth 
century, and the earliest date that muslims even mention the name “mu-
hammad” is around aD 691, then what we have from the muslim side are 
ninth-century writers relating what they believe happened in the seventh 
century. on the other hand, the non-muslim written descriptions of mu-
hammad and the early conquests by the arabs provide a valuable source 
for understanding the history of muhammad’s time. They also corroborate 
the writings of other contemporary writers such as John of Damascus, who 
added theological insights to the historical ones. according to these docu-
ments, the invading arabs espoused a form of a transitional, monotheistic 
religion similar to the forms of Judaism and christianity found in the area. 
some of these non-muslim writers mention muhammad as a prophet, 
guide, teacher, legislator, and even king, decades before any muslims record 

97. These surahs were some of the last ones said to have been written (in the so-
called medinan period).

98. her 56–60.
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his name. even though the earliest extant copies of some of these docu-
ments are several centuries later, allowing the name of muhammad to have 
been redacted back into the copies, these documents at least attest to the fact 
that there was a religious arab leader in the early part of the seventh century 
who preached a form of monotheism and motivated his fellow countrymen 
to migrate north. in the early part of the eighth century, John of Damascus 
also seemed to accept the historicity of muhammad, but referred to him as 
a false prophet. John also viewed the “coercive” religion that muhammad 
started as a heresy of christianity.99 The other non-muslim voices from the 
seventh and eighth centuries seem to bear witness to the same things. 

in addition, when we evaluate the evidence for what nevo calls the 
development of an “intermediate monotheism,” many of the conclusions 
dovetail with John’s observations.100 The view from the non-muslim sources 
provides only a portion of the picture. however, when it is put together 
with the forensic evidence, represented in archaeological, numismatic and 
epigraphic research provided by the neo-revisionists, a more detailed 
“snapshot” of John’s context is revealed. We have looked at the non-muslim 
sources—now we need to turn to what the forensic evidence, represented 
in archaeological, numismatic and epigraphic research, reveals about John’s 
context.

99. her 1, 11.
100. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 195 –99.
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4

The Early Formation of Islam

IntroductIon

in light of the scarcity of primary sources for the seventh century, and there-
fore piecing together the events according to the “media” available to us 
from that time, Jonathan Berkey concludes that islam emerged slowly and 
probably did not begin as anything more than a monotheistic religion of the 
arabs shaped through a process of dialogue with Judaism and christianity.1 
patricia crone also argues for a gradual evolution of islamic institutions as 
the early arab community carried out an “exodus” (hijra) from their home-
land to the newly established garrison cities in the conquered lands.2 This 
hijra may have been fueled by the promise of a new arab state based on 
“conquest, rape and pillage,”3 or it may have been a people movement aided 
by the withdrawal of the Byzantine forces and the discontinuation of sub-
sidies to the foederati for guarding the borders.4 hoyland notes that papyri 
and inscriptions refer to a certain date given for the hijra, aD 622, but they 

1. Berkey, Formation of Islam, 7, 57.
2. see crone and cook, Hagarism, 9, and hoyland, seeing islam, 547–48.
3. Bright, “The great Koran con trick,” 3, referring to patricia crone’s assessment 

in meccan trade and the rise of islam.
4. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 89–98. The foederati were arab allies of 

the Byzantine forces who were paid a subsidy to guard the border lands. When the sub-
sidies were paid, they acted as protectors of the empire. however, when the subsidies 
stopped, the disgruntled soldiers often took out their frustrations by attacking their 
former employers.
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do not explain the nature of the inauguration of this movement.5 crone 
believes that this hijra was an exodus taken by the “muhajirun,” or those 
who were on the exodus to a promised land, but she also concludes that 
this hijra was not from mecca to medina, as in the traditional account, but 
rather from medina to the promised land of israel.6 she bases her conclu-
sions on the fact that the term “muhajirun” corresponds to the syriac term 
“mahgraye,” or those who take part in a hijra, or exodus. The corresponding 
greek term, “magaritai” appears in a papyrus as early as 642, and the syriac 
term, “mahgraye,” also appears around that time. crone writes that there 
are two notions involved in the use of the term, one linking the arabs to 
the “mahgraye” as descendents of abraham and hagar, and therefore also 
called “hagarenes,” but also ascribing to these same arabs a term describing 
their participation in an “exodus” or “hijra,” and therefore known as the 
“muhajirun,” or those who take part in the hijra.7 The significance of this 
use of the term is to demonstrate that the islamic religion did not rise “full 
blown” until much later, perhaps in the time of abd al-malik. Therefore, the 
use of the terms “muslim,” “islamic,” or “islam” would be inappropriate in 
the mid-seventh century. indeed, the first recorded use of the term “islam” 
is the inscription in the Dome of the rock, dated around 691–692,8 while 
the first recorded use of the term “muslim” by a believer is aD 741,9 and 
aD 775 for a non-muslim.10 The preferred term used by the early muslims 
was “mu’minun,” or believer, and is found 32 times in the constitution of 
medina,11 though most of the seventh-century-century non-muslim wit-
nesses of the arab conquests would not attribute any religious appellations 

5. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 547–48. in fact, the attachment of the hijra to muhammad 
and his escape to medina is part of the late eighth-century traditional literary account.

6. crone and cook, Hagarism, 9.
7. crone and cook, Hagarism, 8–9. also see Warraq, “introduction,” in The Origins 

of the Koran, 29–30; and saadi, “nascent islam,” 218. saadi even says, “The unprec-
edented name, mhaggraye, is provocative because it provides the greatest evidence for 
their self-identification as immigrants (muhajirun in arabic). in other words, the name 
immigrants (muhajirun) implies that the arabs had arrived to stake a claim on, occupy, 
and then inherit the land. The syriac writers, reporting and repeating what they were 
hearing rather than inventing a historical event, merely syriacized this native arabic 
name.”

8. crone and cook, Hagarism, 8–9.
9. hoyland, “The content and context of early arabic,” 78.
10. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 235n82. also hoyland, Seeing Islam, 156. 

John of Damascus only used the terms “ishmaelite,” “hagarene,” or “saracen,” and this 
was in the middle of the eighth century.

11. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 548. it should be noted that the existence of the consti-
tution of medina cannot be verified until the ninth century, since it is first mentioned 
in ibn isḥaq’s sirat.
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to the “godless saracens” that they encountered.12 at this point some may 
want to point out that the term “moslem” is used 98 times in the chronicle of 
John of nikiu, for example, which is said to have been written around 690. 
however, the earliest copy of John’s chronicle is from a 1602 ethiopic trans-
lation of an earlier arabic translation which, like the original greek and 
coptic manuscript, is lost.13 Therefore, it would have been very easy to have 
replaced the original terms like “ishmaelite,” or “saracen,” or “mahgraye” 
with the term “muslim,” even though the latter term probably had not come 
into common usage until the late eighth century.14 This practice of substitu-
tion was apparently often used,15 and is quite natural, for we also tend to 
refer to the “muslims” in the time of muhammad when the historical data 
tells us that the term was probably not used until 140 years later.

the early formatIon of Isl am accordIng to 
the neo-revIsIonIsts

What can we say, then, about the early development of islam? on the one 
hand, the earlier skeptics led by Wansbrough and crone, want to postulate, 
in the absence of documentary evidence, that “mecca was not muhammad’s 
birthplace or the hijaz islam’s home, that the Quran was not compiled in 
the seventh century or written in arabic, and even that muhammad and the 
arab conquests were a later invention.”16 on the other hand, hoyland argues 
that islamic practices, which can be traced through the early non-muslim 
sources and documentary evidence, are present early on. There is a new 
calendar dated from aD 622, the muhajirun appear, written arabic is used 
and their ruler is called the commander of the believers and serves a god 
named “allah.”17 Jeremy Johns adds that coins, building inscriptions, tomb-
stones and traveler’s graffiti can be used to trace out the early growth and 
development of a new religious community.18 hoyland concludes that there 
is enough evidence to “infer that the newcomers did possess a distinctive 

12. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 71. This quote is from sophronius, who wrote around 
aD 634.

13. ibid., 152.
14. see nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 134, especially note 118, where nevo 

says that “hoyland (1997) consistently translates mhaggare as ‘muslim’ in order to dif-
ferentiate it from tayyaye, which he translates ‘arab.’”

15. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 7.
16. hoyland, “new Documentary texts,” 403–4.
17. ibid., 396.
18. Johns, “archaeology,” 414.
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cult.”19 indeed, it is significant that the christians in the seventh and early 
eighth centuries did not consider the religious beliefs of the arabs to be a 
different religion altogether, but rather they viewed it as more of a cult or a 
heresy of christianity. This is exactly what John of Damascus (c.675–c.750) 
concludes in the middle of the eighth century.20 his portrayal of islam is 
that of an outgrowth of the pernicious christian heresy, arianism, and his 
apologetic approach is designed to help christians deal with muhammad as 
a “false prophet” and the false beliefs of the ishmaelites whom he says will 
usher in the “anti-christ.”21 

Muhammad and the “Full Light of History”

Was knowledge of the prophet muhammad (570–632) present from the 
mid- seventh century, or did it gradually evolve along with the religion? 
a British muslim writer, Ziauddin sardar, proudly pronounced that “The 
life of mohammad is known as the sira and was lived in the full light of 
history.”22 even in John’s time, however, the first sira by ibn isḥaq had not 
yet been written. it is possible, since ibn isḥaq died in 767, that some other 
written stories were already circulating about muhammad during John’s 
life time. These were later collected by writers like ibn hisham (d. 833), 
who states that he incorporated a recension of ibn isḥaq’s biography in his 
own book. These are, however, all over 130 years after the death of mu-
hammad. also, if muhammad lived in the “full light of history,” why do 
we have virtually nothing from muslim sources pertaining to muhammad 
before the time of caliph abd al-malik (r. 685–705), nearly 70 years after 
the death of muhammad? This is one of the central problem areas raised by 
the neo-revisionists.

some neo-revisionists, like Yehuda nevo, even doubt whether 
muhammad was an actual historic figure, for he can only be traced back 
historically to around 72/691 when his name appears on a coin minted by 
abd al-malik.23 nevo also believes that the “very few passing references to 

19. hoyland, “new Documentary texts,” 404.
20.  Berkey, Formation of Islam, 74, 93.
21. her 2 and 11.
22. Bright, “The great Koran con trick,” 1–2.
23. nevo, as well as hoyland, believe the earlier numismatic reference to a muham-

mad as prophet, in 687, probably refers to the governor of azerbaijan, muhammad ibn 
marwan, or to a religious prophet at that time, muhammad ibn al-hanafiyyah, who was 
also known as the “mahdi.” nevo also points out that Bashear argues that “many events 
in the life of the prophet reported in the muslim sources are in fact retrojections into 
the past of later incidents, e.g., some from the life of the mid-to-late-seventh-century 
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him in earlier literary sources should be regarded as later interpolations by 
copiers who knew the traditional account.”24 in other words, it is difficult 
to explain how the central figure in a wildly successful religious conquest 
could avoid the “full light of history” until the time he is needed as a focal 
point in a religion that is also the basis for the government. 

on the other hand, michael cook concludes that the non-muslim 
sources give enough of a picture of the first 70 years to indicate that muham-
mad not only existed, but that he was a leader in a movement that started 
around aD 622.25 even patricia crone, who once said that muhammad did 
not exist as an historical figure, has changed her mind enough to say that 
“mohammad is clearly an individual who changed the course of history,” 
but she also points out that “we do not know how much of the islamic tra-
dition about him is true.”26 part of the problem is that the biographies, as 
well as the other literary material written about muhammad by muslims in 
the late eighth and ninth centuries, were mostly constructed from the only 
literary source that may have existed, at least in part, before the end of the 
seventh century, which was the Qur’an. in the next section we will consider 
the development of the Qur’an, but suffice it to say at this point, that if the 
earliest biographical literature on muhammad were derived from exegetical 
explanations of the obscure narratives in the Qur’an, and then parts of the 
Qur’an were written in order to give a “history” to a new religious move-
ment, then how do we get at any “kernel of truth,” much less an understand-
ing of which events were played out under the “full light of history”?

hoyland also finds it very curious that, aside from the early non-
muslim sources, “before ah 72 the archaeological record is strangely silent 
about islam,” as well as muhammad and the Qur’an.27 in fact, it really is not 
until 691 that we have a firm archaeological attestation to muhammad on 
a coin minted by abd al-malik, as well as the inscription bearing muham-
mad’s name in the Dome of the rock. hoyland offers that “it is of course 
true that only with the passage of time does a man become a hero and a 
book authoritative,”28 but that does not account for the abrupt way that 
muhammad suddenly “appears” on the arab scene. is it possible, then, that 

“prophet” muhammad ibn al-hanafiyyah.” see nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 6; 
and hoyland, Seeing Islam, 550n24.

24. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 10–11.
25. Warraq, “introduction,” 27.
26. robinson, Cambridge Illustrated History of the Islamic World, 10. see also crone, 

“What Do We actually Know about muhammad?”
27. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 549–50.
28. ibid.
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abd al-malik utilized muhammad as a “propaganda weapon”29 in his bid to 
make his new government more legitimate through an appeal to a religion, 
a prophet and a scripture?

By the time John of Damascus was writing about muhammad in the 
730s, muhammad was considered to be an historical figure,30 but how much 
of his image of muhammad had been created by the narratives that were 
probably circulating at that time31 as well as the strong propaganda that had 
been in place at least from the time of abd al-malik? John called muham-
mad a “false prophet” and he called the religion of his followers a “heresy.” 
he also ridiculed the so-called writings that came down to muhammad 
from heaven. how closely does John’s view of muhammad corroborate with 
the evidence assembled by the neo-revisionists? is it possible to reconstruct 
the first 100 years of islam from a distance of 1400 years?

the formatIon of IntermedIate monotheIsm

as John of Damascus demonstrated in his writings against what he saw as 
a heresy of christianity, there was a need to prepare christians to defend 
their beliefs against the new religious doctrine that was assailing the chris-
tian church throughout the middle east. leading up to John’s time, some 
neo-revisionist scholars propose that there was an intermediate monothe-
ism forming from an amalgamation of Jewish and christian influences. 
over time, because of heretical and unorthodox monophysite, nestorian 
and arian beliefs, which were further influenced by rabbinic Judaism, this 
monotheistic movement incorporated a strong animosity for fundamental 
christian doctrine, such as the deity of christ and the trinity.32 others found 
that islam “was in essence a tribal conspiracy against the Byzantine and 
persian empires with deep roots in Judaism, and that arabs and Jews were 
allies in these conquering communities.”33 They would claim that a stronger 
rabbinic Jewish element pushed the agenda at first, but, after the conquests 
started up, for some reason the Jews were also marginalized and in time vili-
fied in later writings even more than the christians. some even argue that 

29. hoyland, “new Documentary texts,” 396–97.
30. Warraq, “Koranic criticism.”
31. hoyland mentions a papyrus from the late umayyad period that contains some 

biographical material on the prophet. see hoyland, Seeing Islam, 545. he also says that 
the earliest theological writing is not documented before aD 718 (546).

32. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 10. see also Berkey, Formation of Islam, 
61.

33. Bright, “The great Koran con trick,” 2.
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it was the arab religion that developed the most as it came in contact with 
the more defined social, cultural and religious institutions of the conquered 
territory.34 Berkey even argues that islam is not understandable outside the 
influence of Judaism and christianity.35 indeed, neo-revisionists claim that 
it is from these two religious influences that islam derived a good deal of its 
religious ideas and the vocabulary with which it was able to communicate 
to the inhabitants of the conquered lands.36 Berkey also indicates that there 
was a general understanding in the first fifty years that islam was merely a 
continuation of Judaism. one example given is that when the Dome of the 
rock was built people saw it as a rebuilding of the ancient temple.37 even 
ibn Warraq relates that Wansbrough “argued that islam emerged only when 
it came into contact with and under the influence of rabbinic Judaism.”38 
certainly each culture influenced the other, but since muhammad was not 
identified by the muslims until aD 691 and the religion was not defined 
theologically and scripturally until the end of the eighth century, some of 
the neo-revisionists, such as Yehuda nevo, prefer to call the developing 
religion an intermediate monotheism.39 

While supporting some aspects of nevo’s “intermediate monotheism,” 
robert hoyland questions nevo’s interpretation of seventh-century rock 
inscriptions to support claims of a Judeo-christian basis for islam. hoyland 
posits that “to say that ‘the inscriptions lack typical islamic expressions’ or 
‘exhibit indeterminate monotheism’ just because they do not mention mu-
hammad is to misconstrue islam, which is not primarily muhammadanism, 
but rather subordination to an omnipotent and unique god. so the very 
common formula la ilaha illa Allah wahdahu la sharika lahu,40 though not 
incompatible with Judaism or christianity, can nevertheless be said to be 
specifically islamic.”41 hoyland then gives three reasons for the significance 
of these early inscriptions: They are in arabic, they are in the same Kufic 
script, and they “draw upon a common stock of words and phrases.”42 as 
an example, hoyland then shows how the phrase “forgive him his former 

34. Berkey, Formation of Islam, 75.
35. ibid., 65.
36. ibid., 68.
37. ibid., 74.
38. Warraq, “introduction,” 24. Warraq cites r. stephen humphreys, who adds, 

“that islamic doctrine generally, and even the figure of muhammad, were molded on 
rabbinic Jewish prototypes.” see humphreys, Islamic History, 84.

39. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 207–8.
40. “There is no god but god, and he has no partners.”
41. hoyland, “The content and context of early arabic inscriptions,” 86.
42. ibid., 83–84.
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and his latter sins” is found as early as aD 683 in southwest iraq and then 
throughout the middle east for the next two centuries.43 however, we have 
the same phenomena today with a phrase such as “rest in peace” (rip). it 
has been used throughout the world. ubiquity does not necessarily denote 
distinctiveness. even when he relates that the primary source upon which 
early arabic inscriptions draw upon is the Qur’an, he overlooks the pos-
sibility that the many variations and “eclectic blend[s] of words and phrases 
taken from different verses of the Qur’an”44 may also suggest pre-Quranic 
sayings or verses from other sources, such as christian syriac liturgy or 
Jewish targums.45 certainly there was a tremendous mix of political and 
religious contrasts taking place at this time. Douglas pratt suggests that 
“into this context there erupted a brash and bold new religious movement, 
apparently proclaiming the same monotheism but vehemently eschewing 
the christocentrism of the faith into whose territories and communities its 
early expansion made dramatic inroads.”46 The traditional View claims that 
muhammad and the Qur’an were responsible for this tremendous upheaval, 
and many Western scholars have accepted this picture as a factual represen-
tation of the events at the close of the seventh century. on the other hand, 
nevo, who says that neither the traditional view of the muslims nor the 
Western view is correct, offers up a third interpretation. he says that 

in the third decade of the seventh century arab tribesmen took 
possession of the eastern provinces of the Byzantine empire. 
This would appear to be no mean feat, and the obvious ques-
tion is, why did they win? The classical muslim literature por-
trays a series of pitched battles against the forces of a mighty 
power, and ascribes the arab success to their newfound faith. 
They won, in short, because god was on their side. The current 
Western version suggests that the arabs won because the Byz-
antine empire had been weakened and impoverished, first by 
Justinian’s partially successful but exhausting attempts to regain 
the western provinces and then by the persian wars of the early 
seventh century. heraclius conquered the persians but was left 
in no state to withstand the arabs . . . archaeological work over 
the past decade and a half, together with evidence from literary 
sources, suggests that neither of these views is accurate.47 

43. ibid., 84.
44. ibid., 82.
45. see firestone, Journeys in Holy Lands, 11–21.
46. pratt, Challenge of Islam, 102.
47. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 17.
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nevo goes on to say that the Byzantine leaders had already decided 
to pull out of the arabian lands and to not defend them militarily, but 
rather to transfer the control to arab tribes which had become allies dur-
ing the long occupation. This worked for a while, but problems came when 
the Byzantine government decided to cut off the subsidies to these allies. 
Without the needed income, the reluctant allies began to look for other 
sources of income. some turned back to raiding other arab tribes. in time 
they became more unified, perhaps under muhammad and his new ideas, 
and they decided that the greater riches were to be found in the lands to 
the north where the Byzantine armies had pulled out and the cities were 
left defenseless. Thus, the arab sweep of the middle decades of the seventh 
century were not defined by large armies clashing over the fate of the land, 
but rather by a type of emigration, or exodus (also known as hajj or even 
hijra), accompanied by local skirmishes and occasional raiding parties.48 in 
this way, most of the towns and cities of syria and iraq were “conquered” 
when they surrendered to the advance parties of arab Maghazi warriors49 
seeking easy booty and taxes. even the great city of Damascus was handed 
over peacefully when John of Damascus' grandfather, mansur ibn sarjun, 
who was the mayor of the city, surrendered to the arabs without a fight. 
The new rulers continued allowing the Byzantine administrators to run the 
country though, since the arabs were unfamiliar with the task of running 
such a government. They even preferred to live in their “garrison towns” 
and remain aloof from the main operations of the cities, as long as they 
received the benefit of the taxes. in time this changed, especially under the 
leadership of ‘abd al-malik, and by the middle of the eighth century most 
of the important administrative roles were in the hands of the arabs or con-
verts to islam.50

During this time in the second half of the seventh century, when the 
arabs kept to themselves in garrison towns and only carried on raids from 
these central points, nevo concludes that the intermediate monotheism was 
mostly practiced by the elite. The arab masses were still mostly pagan and 
their forces were mixed with christian, persian and other foreign soldiers 
(who were mostly out for the booty or had been captured and forced to 
fight as slaves). in areas where the majority was made up of arabs, the prior 
citizens were often forced to adopt the religion of the invaders. nevo states, 
however, that the reason “was not missionary zeal on the part of the invad-
ing arabs, but a political decision to encourage assimilation of all arabs, old 

48. crone and cook, Hagarism, 9.
49. maghazi refers to military campaigns.
50. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 17.
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and new, into a uniform population.”51 The emphasis seems to be on the fact 
that the general “religion” of the arabs was a form of paganism, not of an 
early form of islam.52 This was not true in regard to the elite, “who for politi-
cal reasons had accepted a form of monotheism.”53 eventually, through the 
leadership of mu’awiya and ‘abd al-malik, this intermediate monotheism 
developed into the all-encompassing religion of islam.

according to some of the neo-revisionists, mu’awiya (661–680) was 
the first bona-fide arab leader and caliph, and it was under his leadership 
that the arabs were first unified. Then, through concerted efforts, they so-
lidified their control over the land that they conquered.54 mu’awiya is the 
first arab leader to appear on a coin bearing his name with the appella-
tion “amir al-mu’minin” (commander of the believers) on one side and the 
phrase “bism allah” (in the name of allah) on the reverse.55 The striking 
of a coin is usually a political statement demonstrating political control or 
the advent of a new regime, but it is questionable as to whether mu’uwiya’s 
reign was anything other than a “loose confederation of arab tribes” or 
“politically independent communities of mu’minun (believers).”56 Jeremy 
Johns argues that “a centralized administrative and fiscal apparatus is ab-
sent under mu’awiya, and is first introduced under ‘abd al-malik and his 
successors.”57 hoyland counters Jeremy John's idea that there was only a 
loose tribal organization before ‘abd al-malik, but his evidence is mostly 
the striking of coins.58

under mu’awiya muhammad and the Qur’an are not mentioned, even 
as nascent religious views. This is not from a lack of power under mu’awiya, 
but perhaps due to the very nature of the religion at that time.59 The real 
question is, even if mu’awiya had a powerful centralized government in 

51. ibid., 220–21.
52. ibid., 219–20.
53. ibid.
54. This means that the first four caliphs (abu Bakr, umar, uthman, and ali), 

known by the traditionalists as the rightly-guided caliphs, may have either been minor 
historical leaders or mostly made up in later eighth- and ninth-century writings (which 
is when they are first mentioned in the literature). see nevo and Koren, Crossroads to 
Islam, 96.

55.  Johns, “archaeology,” 418.
56. hoyland, “new Documentary texts,” 398. see also Johns, “archaeology,” 418.
57. Johns, “archaeology,” 422.
58. hoyland, “new Documentary texts,” 399. The striking of coins was often a sign 

of political control, but even rebel groups were known to strike coins proclaiming their 
power (such as with the rebel caliph, ibn al-Zubayr, who beat ‘abd al-malik to the 
punch by proclaiming muhammad as the prophet three years before).

59. ibid., 403.
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place, why is there no mention at all of muhammad, the Qur’an or the re-
ligion of islam? it is clear from the non-muslim sources that some type of 
arab cult was in place during the time of mu’awiya; and it is also clear from 
the archaeological sources that it was not publicly proclaimed until the rule 
of ‘abd al-malik.60 What could possibly account for such an oversight? per-
haps the reason is that islam was not yet a developed religion, separate from 
christianity and Judaism, but rather an amalgamation of various beliefs that 
were beginning to be defined under mu’awiya and ‘abd al-malik. This may 
be why the arabs were called mu’minun (believers) without a mention as 
to what they believed.61 This may also be why John of Damascus, almost 50 
years later, still considered the beliefs of the ishmaelites to represent a heresy 
of christianity rather than a religion distinct from his own faith.

It All Starts with ‘Abd al-Malik 

Why, then, are the proclamations by arabs concerning islam and muham-
mad absent before the last decade of the seventh century? Jeremy Johns 
believes that it is because there was no centralized government and no mus-
lim state before ‘abd al-malik.62 under mu'awiya, life went on as usual—the 
administrations were still for the most part left intact under the Byzantine 
administrators and the “believers” were mostly in garrison towns. This 
could have been, as Johns points out, because mu'awiya still did not have 
control over all the tribes of arabia. This apparently changed under ‘abd 
al-malik (685–705). once ‘abd al-malik established firm control over the 
region and squelched the rebellions of rival leaders, such as ibn al-Zubayr, 
it is possible he would have realized that in order to have a credible govern-
ment in the midst of the other monotheistic faiths, he needed a formulized 
religion, a scripture and a prophet. indeed, hoyland picks up on this and 
concludes that “it was pressure from rebel factions that induced ‘abd al-
malik to proclaim islam publicly as the ideological basis of the arab state.”63 
This gave him the opportunity to rally the forces around him and bring 
unity in the midst of strife. hoyland even says that it stole the thunder from 
his opponents, strengthened his own legitimacy and allowed him and his 
successors to style themselves as “god’s deputies on earth with the right and 
responsibility to determine matters of religion.”64 The earliest declarations 

60. see hoyland, Seeing Islam, 554.
61. see Donner, Muhammad and the Believers.
62. Johns, “archaeology,” 418.
63. hoyland, “new Documentary texts,” 397.
64. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 553.
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of islam, for example, are found during the time of ‘abd al-malik, but not 
beforehand.65 These coins, documents and monumental inscriptions give 
testimony to a government claiming divine authority, religious writings that 
proclaim dominion over all other religions, and a prophet who claims to be 
the “seal” of all prophets. 

according to this view, the minting of coins under ‘abd al-malik was 
used to solidify his position as “commander of the believers”66 and to also 
produce a new arab identity. his coins were inscribed with the words, “bism 
Allah la ilaha illa Allah wahdahu Muhammad rasul Allah,” or “in the name 
of god, there is no god but god alone, muhammad is the messenger of 
god.”67 however, the coins from 691 up through 699 still had images of the 
caliph. after that time there were only words. his later epigraphic coin with 
the bold proclamation that “allah was the only god and muhammad was 
his prophet” not only encapsulated the core beliefs of the new religion, but 
it also became the “model for islamic coinage for the next half millennium.”68 

The construction of the Dome of the rock begun in the year 692 also 
solidified abd al-malik’s position and gave a voice to the movement.69 ac-
cording to the neo-revisionist view, this mosque, built on the former site of 
the Jerusalem temple, not only provided a worship center for the interme-
diate monotheism which was now breaking free from its Jewish and chris-
tian roots, but it was also a strong symbolic act to demonstrate that a new 
religion had mounted the former and had claimed victory. Berkey mentions 
that the Dome of the rock “marks an important stage in the crystallization 
of a distinctly islamic identity,” even though it “incorporates much in the 
way of Byzantine architectural motifs, and was in fact built with the help 
of Byzantine craftsmen.”70 The inscriptions emblazoned on the walls repre-
sent the earliest compilation of Quranic-like verses, and together with the 
adoption of muhammad as the prophet, this physical edifice signaled the 
formation of a new state religion.71 

is it possible that the scenario of the development of an intermediate 
monotheism, as outlined above, is the most comprehensive and probable 

65. Johns, “archaeology,” 416.
66. ‘abd al-malik was the first one to call himself Khalifat allah (caliph of allah)
67. Johns, “archaeology,” 426, 430.
68. Johns, “archaeology,” 431.
69. Berkey, Formation of Islam, 81. see also nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 

231.
70. Berkey, Formation of Islam, 62.
71. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 231. see also hoyland, “new Documentary 

texts,” 396. The term “Qur’anic-like” is used since the verses are variants of what is in 
the Qur’an. Therefore, they may represent an earlier form of the verses.
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judgment on the issues? after all, this view seems to coincide with many of 
the seventh-century non-muslim eyewitness accounts. it is also supported 
by the archaeological, epigraphic and numismatic evidence from that time 
period. furthermore, it fits with John’s assessment of muhammad, the in-
complete nature of the scriptures and the heretical nature of the religion. 
how, then, do these things help us understand John better? Does the fo-
rensic evidence presented by the neo-revisionists dovetail with John’s own 
assessment? are the eyewitness accounts from the seventh and early eighth 
centuries echoed in John’s own eyewitness account from his position in the 
umayyad court? and, finally, how does John’s own understanding help us 
understand early islam better? Does his trained theological intellect allow 
us to take a “snapshot” of islam in the middle of the eighth century from 
which we will then be able to connect even more pieces of the puzzle? What 
do we see of Islam through the Eyes of John? 

now that we have explored possible explanations for the formation 
of islam based on various forms of evidence, let us now consider another 
important area for providing context, which is the development of islamic 
theology.
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5

Theological Development of Islam

IntroductIon

if in regard to the development of the doctrine of the trinity, controversy 
between factions forced greater clarification of language, more precise use 
of logic, and greater articulation of orthodox teaching, why would this not 
be a possibility in the development of islamic theology as well? The early 
muslims wrestled with issues regarding faith versus works, free will versus 
predestination, and the uncreated nature of the Qur’an. These doctrines were 
not hammered out in a vacuum, but rather in the midst of a predominantly 
christian milieu. Just as apologetics was used to forge christian doctrines 
such as the trinity, evidence suggests it was also employed in the develop-
ment of the early islamic doctrines. as christians and Jews critiqued the 
Qur’an and argued against muslim theological viewpoints, muslim scholars 
devised ways to counter their opponent’s beliefs and strengthen their own 
views. muslim theologians also had to suppress heretical ideas within their 
own fold. from this crucible of controversy, “orthodox” muslim theology 
was forged and defended. What were the factors involved in the internal 
and external political and theological struggles? how did they shape is-
lamic theology? how did this “heresy of the ishmaelites”1 force christian 

1. This is the way John of Damascus and other christian in the early eighth century 
viewed the developing islamic religion. Because of many similarities and historical con-
nections, they did not view it as a foreign religion; because of many key differences, they 
could not view it as anything other than a heresy of christianity or Judaism. 
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theologians like John of Damascus to re-contextualize doctrinal issues that 
were under fire such as the trinity and the deity of christ?

early development of Isl amIc theolo gy2

caesar farah illustrates how the different views in early islamic theology 
made a standard belief system very difficult to establish:

Qadarites, for instance, stressed the doctrine of free will, while 
the Jabrites denied it; the sifatites argued for the eternal nature 
of the attributes of god, while the mu’tazilites denied they were 
eternal; the murji’ites stressed that human actions must not be 
subject to human judgment, while their opponents, the Wa’dites, 
insisted on the condemnation of man in this life, before the Day 
of Judgment; the Kharijites played down the importance of the 
role of secular leadership, i.e., the caliphate which they consid-
ered merely a human institution, while the shi’ites went so far as 
to consider their imam as divine.3 

all of these controversies revolved around three early disputes. The first 
dispute involved the murji’ites claiming that faith alone was sufficient for 
salvation while the Kharijites argued that faith without works signified that 
the person was also devoid of true faith and was therefore to be condemned 
as an infidel. The second dispute focused on the question of whether man 
had free will before god or whether his whole life was predestinated. The 
Qadarites, and later the mu’tazilites, held fast against the traditionalists4 and 
the Jabrites for almost 200 years, even though popular sentiment remained 
with the traditionalists, whose position won out in the end. The third major 

2. see appendix B: Theological Development Chart for an overview.
3. farah, Islam: Beliefs and Observances, 207.
4. traditionalism has to do with muslims who follow the received traditions found 

in the Qur’an and in the life and words of muhammad. in the early centuries of islam, 
the traditionalists became associated with a school founded by abu al-hasan al-ash’ari 
(early tenth century). The traditionalists used speculative theology (kalam) to defend 
their faith, but in time they rejected the more extreme rationalism of the mu’tazilites 
and held to a belief in predestination and the uncreated nature of the Qur’an. in time 
traditionalism became associated with orthodox islamic faith. in this way it is similar 
to the traditionists (ahl al-hadith, literally “people of tradition”) who typically hold 
revelation through the Qur’an and the actions and sayings of muhammad as the final 
word in all disputes. pratt writes that the traditionists were “those who were keen to 
preserve and promote the traditions of the prophet of islam and so islam itself. The 
task of the traditionists, collectively speaking, was to produce the parameters of mus-
lim orthodoxy, so far as it could then be determined.” see pratt, Challenge of Islam, 
45–48, 51, 149.
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dispute involved the controversy over whether the Qur’an, as the Word of 
god, was uncreated, since it involved god’s speech, or whether it was cre-
ated, since an uncreated entity outside of god would imply that the unity of 
god could not be maintained.5 in the end, the ash’arites won popular favor 
by formulating a compromise position only to later reject the very pathway 
of reason that brought about the compromise, and again everything was 
subordinated under the rigors of a revelation that could not be questioned.6 

Disputation One: Faith versus Works

The earliest theological issue facing islam took place in the late seventh cen-
tury and dealt with the relationship of faith to works. The Kharijites equated 
faith with works. They insisted that in regard to the relationship between 
faith and works, “there could be no compromise, no middle ground. a mus-
lim was either rigorously observant, a true believer, or not a muslim at all.”7 
true believers were those who did the right things and unbelievers were 
those who did not, or those who compromised. This view came to a head 
during the time of uthman, mu’awiyah and ali, who compromised their be-
liefs, according to the Kharijites, and therefore were no longer believers and 
had to be resisted. During the battle of siffin in 657, mu’awiyah, a relative of 
uthman, called for arbitration with ali’s forces. This was mainly employed 
as a delaying tactic, but ali’s acceptance was seen as weakness and his forces 
split into loyalists and mutineers, who became known as the Kharijites 
or secessionists. The Kharijites believed that uthman had acted wrongly 
because of his nepotism, that mu’awiyah had sinned by rebelling against 
the rightful successor to uthman, and that ali had committed a grave sin 
(kabirah) by accepting the arbitration. Therefore, the Kharijites no longer 
supported ali as caliph. in their developing theology they argued that a man 
who had committed a grave sin called into question his very status as a 
true muslim. Thus, the strictness of the observance of this belief was such 
that if the caliph himself committed a grave sin or departed from the true 
path, then even he should be deposed or killed. (one Kharijite follower car-
ried out this injunction by assassinating ali in 661, paving the way for the 
umayyad takeover through mu’awiyah). This rigid definition of orthodoxy 
soon equated true belief in islam with absolute obedience, and entrance into 
paradise became dependent on actions rather than faith.8

5. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law , 97.
6. see reilly, The Closing of the Muslim Mind, 11–39.
7. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 69.
8. fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, 11–13.
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The group that opposed the Kharijite position was known as the 
murji’a, or murji’ites, and they believed that faith alone saved a person. 
The name refers to “those who defer,” and it was given to them because 
they deferred final judgment to god, who was the only one who could ul-
timately decide who would be saved on the last Day.9 They emphasized 
that right belief was entirely a matter of “inner assent,” rather than “external 
performance or practice” and consisted of knowing, loving and submitting 
to god.10 Thus, a true believer would be able to enter paradise based on his 
faith in god rather than on whether he was obedient to the end. on the oth-
er hand, the Kharijites said that if a sinner died unrepentant then he would 
not be able to escape hell, even if he believed in god and the prophet. of 
course, the Kharijites would say that this person could not be a believer “in 
the true sense” because otherwise he would not remain unrepentant.11abu 
hanifa, one of the murji’ites, developed a middle way where he said that 
faith was with the tongue and heart and works needed to follow faith.12 Due 
to the extremism of the Kharijites, the majority of the ulama were drawn 
to the more moderate position of the murji’ites, and even the rulers were 
positively inclined toward the theology of the murji’ites since these theo-
logians refused to condemn sinners and left the final judgment up to god. 
This theological openness also fit in well with a socio-political debate tak-
ing place at that time which involved whether man had the free will to act 
toward securing his salvation or whether all his thoughts and actions were 
already predestined by god. This spirit of inquiry began to develop into 
what fakhry has called the “first articulate theological movement in islam.”13

Disputation Two: Predestination versus Free Will

at the end of the seventh century a very important theological question 
was being asked in regard to the rule of the umayyads, which had a definite 
political overtone, and this was whether the umayyad leaders were predes-
tined by god to rule. The Qadarites were at the forefront of this discus-
sion, and though their ideas were generally accepted at first, they began to 
cause quite a political stir. goldziher notes that the theology of determinism 
(predestination) can be traced back to this time in Damascus, which was 

9. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 74.
10. fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy,13.
11. macdonald, Development of Muslim Theology, 126.
12. ibid.
13. fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, 16. see also goldziher, Intro-

duction to Islamic Theology and Law, 82.
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also the center of the debate on man’s qadar, or power. essentially, in the 
Qadarite position, man determines his own fate or khalaq al-af ’al. This was 
set against the blind compulsion of the Jabriya, who followed the major-
ity of the Kharijites and believed in jabr, or predestination.14 The Qadarites 
believed that man must have free will and responsibility over his actions. 
otherwise, if god were to determine everything that happens in a person’s 
life, then he would also be responsible for the evil deeds that are committed 
and ultimately accountable for the fate of that person. if a man sins and it is 
pre-determined by god, how then can god hold him responsible for that 
action on Judgment Day?

on the other hand, the testimony of the Qur’an mandates that god 
predestined all things because it assumes the eventual development of the 
arab people and an arabic language as well as specific references to the life 
of muhammad and the unique problems he was facing in early seventh-
century arabia. if the Qur’an were from all eternity, then these things would 
have to unfold as they were revealed to muhammad, meaning that god had 
predestined the arab people and all the events recorded in the Qur’an. if 
believers were free to choose otherwise then god would be seen to be less 
than almighty, for they might choose to reject the revealed path and negate 
the mandates of the Qur’an. however, as the Qadarites pointed out, if all 
actions were predestined by god then he was also responsible for all the 
evil things that men did. if man had free will then he had responsibility 
for his own actions. more importantly, the Qadarite emphasis on free will 
had political ramifications. at that time the umayyad caliphs taught that 
god had predestined their rule over the people and so they could safely do 
as they pleased. if, as the Kharijites believed, the grave sins of the caliphs 
negated their right to rule, then they should be ousted. however, if god 
had foreordained their position and circumstances, then whatever they did 
should be accepted as the will of god.15 for the umayyad court, then, it was 
expedient to promote the view of predestination because it gave legitimacy 
to their already unpopular rule. They argued that god put them in control, 
so it was god who determined their actions, even if those actions were cruel 
and unjustified.16

at first the Qadarite beliefs were deemed heretical because belief in 
predestination was so strong. The umayyad leaders were also afraid that 
widespread belief in free will would undermine their control. men like 
ma’bad al-Juhani (d. 699), the founder of the Qadari movement, challenged 

14. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 80–82.
15. stewart, Unfolding Islam, 159–60.
16. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 83–84.
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the injustices of the umayyad court by claiming that it was not god’s will 
that caused the caliph and his followers to do evil works, but their own free 
will to choose those sinful actions. This challenge was not acceptable and 
ma’bad al-Juhani was ordered to be executed by ‘abd al-malik in 699 for 
his doctrine.17

The Rise of the Mu’tazilites

ignaz godziher writes that the mu’tazila, or “those who separate them-
selves” were the first to apply reason to their view of god’s justice in man’s 
freedom of will. The founder is said to have been Wasil ibn ata (d. 748), 
an ascetic and a disciple of al-hasan al-Basri (d. 728), one of the leaders 
of the Qadarite movement, from which the mu’tazilites originated.18 some 
have traced the origin of the mu’tazilites back to Wasil’s compromise view, 
which taught that the grave sinner was neither a believer nor a non-believer, 
but rather just a grave sinner “to whom the sanctions against apostates or 
infidels do not apply.”19 This led to a reaffirmation of the Qadarite position 
on free will and the mu’tazilites soon found themselves entrenched against 
strong believers in predestination, such as Jahm ibn safwan (d. 745). safwan 
taught that jabr, or strict predestination, would not allow men the capacity 
for power (qadr) to counter the absolute power of god, for, in their estima-
tion, that would limit god’s power and make him less than all-powerful.20 
on the other hand, the mu’tazilites believed that god’s divine justice re-
quired human free will and responsibility, for otherwise god would be 
solely responsible for all acts of evil and injustice.21 The mu’tazilites further 
believed that reason demanded that god could not be blamed for doing 
what is evil, and they claimed that god could only command what is right 
and prohibit what is wrong.22

eventually this conflict split the theological camps into two diametri-
cally opposed positions: free will, or qadr, on one side and predestination, 
or jabr, on the other. This division was so central that fakhry even says that 

17. macdonald, Development of Muslim Theology, 127–29; farah, Islam: Beliefs and 
Observances, 208; Wensinck, Muslim Creed, 52.

18. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 86; see also Wensinck, 
Muslim Creed, 52.

19. fakhry, “philosophy and Theology,” 279. see also fakhry, A Short Introduction 
to Islamic Philosophy, 15, and esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 70.

20. fakhry, “philosophy and Theology,” 15.
21. macdonald, Development of Muslim Theology, 135.
22. fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy,16.
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“almost all subsequent theological developments would take the form of 
variations on, or a synthesis of, these two antithetical positions.”23

The mu’tazila were known for criticizing popular beliefs, especially in 
the areas of superstition, such as the belief in the bridge sirat, or the hair-thin 
bridge that was as sharp as a razor in order to foil those who were destined 
to hell. They also argued against the image of the scales where people had 
to outweigh their bad works with more good works in order to make it into 
heaven. The mu’tazilites saw all of these beliefs as unworthy of god. above 
all they wanted to develop a belief in a god who was transcendent but who 
was also involved in the lives of people because of his divine justice. in their 
defense of god’s justice and man’s responsibility, they were similar to the 
Qadarites. however, in time the mu’tazilites went several steps beyond the 
Qadarite position because they insisted that due to his justice, god is obli-
gated to do all that he can for man. in due course, their consistency in this 
position led them to build up the model of the free man, but, according to 
their critics, it also obligated god so that in the end he became less free than 
the creatures he had created.24

With the support of caliph ma’mun (813–33), the mu’tazilite posi-
tion became the official doctrine of the early islamic empire in the ninth 
century, during the beginning of the abbasid period in Baghdad. over 
time, ma’mun attempted to force the theological position of the mu’tazilites 
onto the general population, who generally rejected the idea of free will and 
held fast to their belief in god’s pre-determined rule of their lives. even 
the scholars who opposed the mu’tazilite doctrine were forced out of their 
positions, tortured or even executed in what was known as a type of inquisi-
tion procedure called the mihna. This lasted for about two decades and then 
the persecution was relaxed and other schools of Kalam which placed more 
reliance on revealed knowledge than on human reason came forward, and 
soon the mu’tazilite position was sidelined.25 

Disputation Three: Created Word (Qur’an) versus Uncreated Word 
(Qur’an)

from the early eighth century on into the abbasid period, the Qur’an was 
popularly believed to be uncreated.26 The rationale behind this was that 

23. ibid., 15–16.
24. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 86.
25. feener, Islam in World Cultures, 18; see also esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 

71.
26. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 69–70.
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god’s speech is first of all as eternal as any of his other attributes, such as his 
power or his knowledge. since the Qur’an is his revelation to man through 
the act of speaking, then the Qur’an itself must be eternal like god himself, 
and therefore uncreated. The mu’tazilites, on the other hand, viewed the 
act of god “speaking” as another anthropomorphism that would ultimately 
destroy the unity of god. if the Qur’an existed apart from god, then there 
would be two eternal entities rather than one. The unity of god would be 
compromised and negated.27

in support of their belief in god’s unity, the mu’tazilites agreed with 
their opponents, the Jahmites, and regarded god’s attributes as inseparable 
from his essence. in other words, god is powerful because divine power 
is part of his very essence. it is the same for his knowledge, life and will, 
which are some of the seven essential attributes that the mu’tazilites ac-
knowledged. on the other hand, their opponents contended that god’s 
eternal attributes were distinct from his essence. The mu’tazilites saw this 
as inconsistent with the unity of god since it would create a “plurality of 
eternal entities.” The traditionalists, however, in their determination that the 
Qur’an had to be uncreated, accused the mu’tazilites of denying that god 
had any attributes at all. for example, f.e. peters notes that ibn Khaldun 
(d. 1406), a later historian and critic of the mu’tazilites, accused them of 
denying that god could have any attributes because any attribute would 
jeopardize the sense of god’s unity, since it would be considered as addi-
tional to his essence. This, according to ibn Khaldun, led to the mu’tazilite 
denial of god’s hearing, speech, vision, power, knowledge, life and even to 
the denial of god’s possession of volition, which ultimately led to the denial 
of god’s ability to predestinate.28 in actuality, however, ibn Khaldun did not 
seem to understand the mu’tazilite position at all, for the mu’tazilite insis-
tence on identifying god’s attributes with his essence upheld god’s unity 
rather than dismissed it, for otherwise god’s attributes would be considered 
separate deities themselves. Therefore, through reason, as well as revelation, 
the mu’tazilites decided that the Qur’an had to be created, since it would 
challenge the sense of unity and oneness of god if the Qur’an were also 
eternal and separate from god. unfortunately, though, even with the later 
ash’arite synthesis, the mu’tazilite intention to safeguard the unity of god 
was subsumed by the conviction that the Qur’an, “as the embodiment of 
divine speech (kalam Allah) was uncreated and eternal.”29

27.  goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 97.
28. peters, A Reader on Classical Islam, 360, in regard to a critique of mu’tazilite 

viewpoint by ibn Khaldun.
29. fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, 18–20.
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Throughout the eighth century the mu’tazilites were persecuted as her-
etics for their belief in a created Qur’an.30 in truth, however, the mu’tazilites 
taught that the Qur’an is the “created word of god, who is its uncreated 
source.”31 This meant, among other things, that the teaching of the Qur’an 
as the actual speech or Word of god resulted in a belief in two deities, which 
would itself be a heresy.32 

caesar farah notes that the belief in the uncreated Word of god, one 
of the central doctrines in christian theology, “was perhaps behind the 
muslim traditionist’s insistence on the Qur’an, the word of god, being by 
similar reasoning also uncreated. These muslim theologians could have 
been influenced by st. John of Damascus.”33 indeed, in his two works on 
islam, the Heresy of the Ishmaelites and the Disputation between a Christian 
and a Saracen, John challenged the saracens on the issue of the uncreated 
Word of god. John, however, was referring to Jesus christ, the logos of 
god, as the Word of god and the spirit of god, rather than the Qur’an. 
The Qur’an itself, however, identified christ as god’s Word and spirit,34 and 
John used that knowledge in his favor. he argued that god could not have 
existed from eternity without his Word and spirit, therefore concluding that 
if Jesus were the Word and spirit of god then he must also be as eternal as 
god; and since there is only one god, then Jesus must also be that one god.35 
tritton admires the logical development of John’s argument and reasons 
that John’s use of the meaning of logos as the uncreated Word of god “may 
well have provoked the doctrine of the uncreated Koran.”36

30. farah, Islam: Beliefs and Observances, 209.
31. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 71.
32.  ibid., 71.
33. farah, Islam: Beliefs and Observances, 209. see also Watt, Islamic Philosophy and 

Theology, 44. here the reference to the “traditionists” would also seem to apply to the 
earlier use of “traditionalists” since the traditionalists at this time were the ones who 
promoted the belief that the Qur’an was uncreated, a position that the traditionists, 
who were keen to preserve and promote the traditions of the prophet of islam, later 
found in the hadith, recognized was dependent on the Qur’an being uncreated. This 
also demonstrates that the two terms, “traditionists” and “traditionalists,” were often 
used similarly if not synonymously. 

34. surah 3:45; surah 4:171.
35. Dis 6.1–11.
36. tritton, Muslim Theology, 56.
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The Fall of the Mu’tazilites and the Rise of the Ash’arites

in the ninth century, under the caliphate of al-ma’mun, the mu’tazilites 
finally “gained reprieve and official support.”37 over time, however, the 
mu’tazilites pushed their rational consistency too far and sparked a violent 
theological battle by devising an explanation that the revelation given to a 
prophet was not the actual voice of god, but rather a “speech created by 
god” that corresponded to the Word and will of god.38 even the inquisi-
tion under the caliph al-ma’mun could not suppress the rejection of this 
mu’tazilite view, and the reaction of the people brought a strong reversal 
to this position. proponents of the uncreated Qur’an began advocating that 
not only was the revelation given to muhammad the uncreated Word of 
god, but that also the written word between the covers of a book and even 
the recited words of the Qur’an by muslims in their daily prayers was to be 
regarded as god’s speech and therefore eternal.39 taken to an extreme, the 
very Qur’an would be worshipped as another “god,” which, of course, would 
be heretical. Thus, in the end, it seemed that the most reasonable position 
was dismissed and replaced by one that rejected reason, and though some 
scholars would continue espousing the mu’tazilite doctrine, it became mar-
ginalized and lost its appeal. 

The view that eventually asserted itself was the ash’arite school of the-
ology founded by abu al-hasan ali al-ash’ari (d. 935), who rose out of the 
mu’tazilite camp. he emphasized that human reason was not enough to de-
termine the role of god in man’s affairs and taught that god’s power and will 
transcended man’s categories and therefore his nature could not be under-
stood.40 however, he did not give up fully on the ability of man to use rea-
son. instead al-ash’ari “undertook a synthesis of contending positions. he 
staked a middle ground between the extremes of ibn hanbal’s literalism and 
the mu’tazilite’s logical rationalism.”41 he reaffirmed god’s role in creation 
as transcendent, and re-asserted the doctrines of god’s omnipotence as well 
as the uncreatedness of the Qur’an, but he balanced this with the belief that 
god also decreed that people would be accountable for their own actions. 
The key idea that won over the masses was that while he promoted the use 
of reason and logic, he still held that they were subordinate to revelation. 
This middle view became quite popular, and by the eleventh century had 

37. farah, Islam: Beliefs and Observances, 209.
38. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 98.
39. ibid., 99.
40. This deals with the doctrine of “bi-la kayf,” or the teaching that since god was 

beyond understanding some things had to be accepted without “asking how.”
41. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 73.
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attracted many followers42 and became one of the predominant views for 
muslims of that time, and later for the dominant school of sunni theology.43

in time the ash’arites proposed a middle way which would preserve a 
belief in an uncreated Qur’an, but would also alleviate the problems mitigat-
ed by a belief that every utterance of the Qur’an was an eternal utterance of 
god. al-ash’ari advanced the idea that god’s speech is eternal, but only in 
a spiritual sense and as one of the attributes of god. When god’s revelation 
came down upon the prophets, they received a representation of this speech, 
not the utterance of god itself. in the end, however, al-ash’ari rejected his 
earlier mu’tazilite views and remained close to the traditionalist view and 
maintained that even the written copies of the Qur’an, as well as the recited 
verses, were all copies of the eternal Qur’an which was preserved on a tablet 
in heaven and they were all “identical with the heavenly original; what is 
true of the original is true of those spatial and temporal manifestations that 
ostensibly come into being through a human agency.”44 for the next 1,000 
years the ash’arite position became the basis of orthodox sunni theology, 
and many famous muslim thinkers laid the foundation of the subsequent 
theological discussions that are still taking place today. 

conclusIon

from the beginning, islam had a deep distrust of anything having to do with 
reason, and in the end, any theology or philosophy that raised reason above 
the Qur’an was rejected.45 Therefore, while some of the early muslim theo-
logians were prepared to apply the features of philosophy to the realm of 
religion through the means of reason, as time passed more muslim thinkers 
turned away from the fruits of reason and held fast to the rigors of revela-
tion. however, it was in the hotbed of the early theological controversies 
that this “heresy of the ishmaelites” forced christian theologians like John 
of Damascus to re-contextualize doctrinal issues that were under fire such 
as the trinity and the deity of christ. it is to these apologetic works that we 
now turn.

42. some of the most famous were al-Baghdadi (d. 1037), al-Juwayni (d. 1086), 
abu hamid al-ghazali (1058–1111), al-shahrastani (d. 1153), and fakhr al-razi (d. 
1209)—majid fakhry, Philosophy and Theology, 281.

43. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 72–73.
44. goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, 99.
45. ibid., 3.
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6

Heresy of the Ishmaelites
Authenticity and Analysis

IntroductIon

Throughout history, the church has met the challenges of heresy and cultur-
al pressure by formulating creeds to define the orthodox and biblical stance 
of the church. it has been essential, however, for the church to continually 
re-contextualize these doctrines and creeds through apologetic means, for 
each century has brought its own unique forms of heresy. as with the devel-
opment of the doctrine of the trinity, better explanations and more precise 
language were needed in order to express doctrinal integrity and develop 
a doctrinal formula that would be consistent with scripture and descrip-
tive of the true relationship between the unity of god and the distinctions 
within the three persons of the trinity. as the first christian theologians 
dealt with the aberrant theology of trinitarian heresies, they were able to 
retain the core of scriptural truth and wrap around it a contextual formula 
of the trinity that rested on the incremental contributions of many other 
theologians as they all sought to be clearer in their explanations and more 
precise in their use of terms. This doctrine was then crystallized into creeds, 
but these creeds would still need to be re-interpreted in future times and 
re-contextualized as new misunderstandings challenged orthodoxy. oth-
erwise, a fossilized creed was in danger of being distorted by a heterodox 
view and eventually subsumed by false doctrine. This is what occurred in 
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the time of John of Damascus when islam came to represent a challenge to 
the core doctrines of christianity and to centuries of carefully constructed 
theology. in defending the orthodox position, John needed to summarize 
the doctrine of the christian church up through the eighth century and 
then develop an appropriate apologetic that would defend as well as refute. 
in this section, the writings of John of Damascus on islam will be utilized, 
especially his explanation and defense of the trinity, to foster a deeper un-
derstanding of the historical and apologetical nature of the first arguments 
on the trinity between a christian theologian and the muslims.

John’s work in re-contextualizing the doctrine of the trinity in his 
defense of christianity against islam was significant for his own time, and 
it also had far reaching effects on his successors. he summarized christian 
doctrine systematically for his day based on prior work done by theologians 
who were also apologists. he was also the first major theologian to engage 
in a written apologetic with islam through two works specifically crafted 
to defend christianity against what he referred to as the “heresy of the 
ishmaelites.”1 John’s teaching on the trinity revealed the standard of ortho-
doxy at this stage of the church’s development. together with his critique of 
islam, John’s works can therefore show how trinitarian doctrine developed 
through previous councils and theological writings up through the time of 
these new challenges facing the church. 

John tolan, in his chapter on Early Eastern Christian Reactions to Is-
lam, notes that the body of John’s extant writings numbers over 1500 pages, 
and yet only about 12 of those pages deal directly with islam.2 This page 
count may be misleading, however, since most of the 100 heresies John re-
corded were short paragraph descriptions, while his treatment of the Heresy 
of the Ishmaelites was much longer. in addition, it is likely that most of what 
John wrote, especially apologetically, would have been written with islam 
in mind.3 The importance of this material is underscored by tolan when he 
proposes that these “dozen pages on islam provide a key glimpse at the for-
mation of an apologetic christian response to islam, and they were to be read 
and reread by scores of later christian writers as they attempted to come to 
terms with islam.”4 The text focused on by this study is part of John’s Fount 
of Knowledge, which he dedicated to cosmas, the newly installed Bishop of 

1. louth, St. John Damascene, 77. see also saperstein, “encounters with islam.” 
2. tolan, Saracens, 51. it is possible, however, that he wrote most of his works with 

islam in mind (see chap. 9).
3. see chap. 9.
4. tolan, Saracens, 51.
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maiuma, in a.D. 743.5 it is divided into three major sections: The Philosoph-
ical Chapters, On Heresies, and the Orthodox Faith.6 The Philosophical Chap-
ters, also known as the Dialectica, consist of sixty-eight chapters, and give 
a philosophical and rational basis to John’s theological tome. much of the 
logic is borrowed from greek philosophy and demonstrates John’s training 
in this field of knowledge. The 100 chapters which make up the third part, 
De Fide Orthodoxa, are often referred to as the first “summa theologica” of 
the church.7 These chapters systematically summarize the orthodox conclu-
sions of the key theologians who lived before John. indeed, John humbly 
states at the beginning of his work that he will add nothing of his own, but 
rather “shall gather together into one those things which have been worked 
out by the most eminent of teachers and make a compendium of them.”8 
it is his desire that the truth demonstrated in this section would “destroy 
deceit and put falsehood to flight.”9 The falsehood that John is referring to is 
found in the middle part, called “on heresies,” (De Haeresibus) and it is the 
part that concerns us now. although ninety-seven chapters can be traced 
back to earlier sources, especially eighty chapters from epiphanius, (who 
was bishop of salamis in cyprus at the end of the fourth century),10 the last 
three are probably written by John.11 The particular heresy that we will now 
turn to is titled the Heresy of the Ishmaelites.

5. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, 3, though louth disputes this date and 
concludes that with the scant information we have, we will have to hold the date as 
questionable (cf., louth, St. John Damascene, 33).

6. The Dialectica, de Haeresibus and De Fide Orthodoxa.
7. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 53. see also chase, St. John of Damascus: 

Writings, xxvi, where chase states that John of Damascus’s Fount of Knowledge “is the 
first real Summa Theologica.”

8. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, 6.
9. ibid.
10. louth, St. John Damascene, 56. chase adds that while the “first eighty are taken 

verbatim from the Panarion of st. epiphanius,” they are “not, however, from the main 
text of the Panarion, but from the summaries which precede each of its seven parts and 
serve as tables of contents.” chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xxix.

11. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xxxi. chase refers to the chapters on the 
Ishmaelites, the Iconoclasts and the Aposchistae, a “sect which rejected the sacraments 
and the priesthood.”
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the heresy of the IshmaelItes: authorshIp 
and authentIcIty of the Work

if John’s treatise, Heresy of the Ishmaelites, were not written by John, and 
were, perhaps, from a later period, then we would not be able to make any 
definitive statements from this text about the nature of the muslim belief 
system in the first half of the eighth century or, indeed, about the first one 
hundred years after the death of muhammad in the year a.D. 632. however, 
if the work is authentic, then there are some critical assessments we can 
make about islam, muhammad and the Qur’an that may differ greatly from 
the information that has been passed down to us from the muslim sources, 
which date from the middle of the eighth century at the earliest.12 Thus, we 
should have an earlier eyewitness account from the pen of John than even 
the early muslim Siras and Hadith. andrew louth stresses the importance 
of John’s work by saying that “if these two works [referring also to the Dis-
putation between a Christian and a Saracen] are indeed by John Damascene 
(or even if their arguments can be traced back to him), they constitute 
the earliest explicit discussions of islam by a christian theologian.”13 pim 
Valkenberg goes so far as to say that “since this text is one of the earliest 
christian reflections on this new phenomenon and for a long time certainly 
the most influential one, John of Damascus may be seen as ‘the real founder 
of the christian tradition’ concerning islam.’”14 robert hoyland concurs 
with louth and Valkenberg and adds that if the chapter on islam is “genu-
inely by John of Damascus, it represents the earliest greek polemical writ-
ing against islam,”15 thus making John the “first” apologist to the muslims.16

There are two things to consider in regard to John’s authorship of 
the chapter on islam and the authenticity of his work. The first deals with 

12. gilchrist, Muhammad and the Religion of Islam, 225. cf. leites, “Sira and the 
Question of Tradition,” 49. Both authors are referring to the earliest sira, or biography, 
of muhammad.

13. louth, St. John Damascene, 77.
14. Valkenberg, Sharing Lights on the Way to God, 74.
15. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 485.
16. This is not to say that John was the first to use apologetics against the muslims. 

as was noted in chapter 3 under the section titled “testimony of the non-muslim 
sources,” there were a number of eyewitnesses who gave testimony to the treatment 
of christians at the hands of the muslims, such as sophronius (ca. 640), Thomas the 
presbyter (ca. 640), sebeos (660s), John bar penkaye (687), and John of nikiu (690), as 
well as some who engaged in debates, such as the monk at Bet hale (717) and leo iii 
(720). however, John was the first one who engaged in a substantive and systematic 
written apologetic with islam, based on his own well-developed theological synthesis of 
christian doctrine. This is further evidenced by the number of successors who followed 
John’s apologetic approach in the following centuries. 
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whether he even wrote the section on 100 heresies, which included the 
chapter on islam, and the second deals specifically with his authorship of 
the chapter on islam. We will first consider John’s authorship of De Haere-
sibus as a whole. one of the reasons that his authorship of De Haeresibus is 
considered problematic is that some of the early manuscripts of the Fount of 
Knowledge do not contain the section on the heresies, and others place the 
section on heresies at the end, as if it were a later addition.17 however, in 
John’s preface to his Fount of Knowledge, he stated that he would provide a 
section between the Dialectica and the De Fide Orthodoxa consisting of the 
various heresies that christians have faced: 

Then, next, after this, i shall set forth in order the absurdities of 
the heresies hated of god, so that by recognizing the lie we may 
more closely follow the truth.18

clearly this indicates that John intended to have the section on heresies 
situated before the section on the orthodox faith so that he could provide a 
contrasting view for what he believed would be the superior beliefs found in 
true christianity. Therefore, those copies that either excluded the section on 
heresies, or placed it at the end of the collection, were not congruent with 
the original intent of the author. 

andrew louth has his own theory as to how these discrepancies can be 
explained. in trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together, louth believes 
that the structure of John’s Fount of Knowledge (or Pege Gnoseos) developed 
over time. since a number of the early renditions of the Fount of Knowledge 
only contain the Dialectica and the De Fide Orthodoxa, which follows the 
standard pattern of one hundred and fifty chapters (such as what is present 
in the earlier Doctrina Patrum, or The teaching of the fathers), and since 
there are some early manuscripts that attach the section on heresies at the 
end, louth conjectures that John may have written the Dialectica and the De 
Fide Orthodoxa at an earlier time in his life (perhaps in the 720s or 730s) and 
then decided to include them in a longer, three part work later on. it was at 
this time that John would have written the preface which mentions that the 
work would be in three parts with the section on the heresies in the middle. 
This could have taken place around 743, which is indicated in the preface, 
or it could have been written between that time and his death, around 750, 
since louth indicates that John never finished revising the first section on 
dialectics. for louth this would tie up some of the loose ends, such as the 
appearance of De Haeresibus as chapter 34 in a manuscript of the Doctrina 

17. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 55.
18. of preface.
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Patrum, as well as being tagged on to the end of some of the manuscripts of 
the Dialectica and De Fide Orthodoxa. however, even if there were different 
stages involved in John’s “masterpiece,” it does not in any way negate the fact 
that he wrote all three sections and merely put them together in an early and 
late form, with the latter, three-part format outlined in his preface.19 finally, 
we can rest our case on the basis of the critical edition of John’s work by 
Bonifatius Kotter, since he has verified that the earliest copies of the Fount 
of Knowledge not only contain the section on De Haeresibus, but also place 
it between the Dialectica and De Fide Orthodoxa, just as John had outlined 
in the preface.20 

We will now consider the chapter on islam itself and whether John 
actually wrote it or whether it was penned by a later author. The authenticity 
of the “heresy of the ishmaelites” has been considered problematic because 
the best known version of De Haeresibus, published in migne’s Patrologia 
Graeca (pg), consisted of 103 chapters instead of one hundred (“heresy of 
the ishmaelites” was listed as number 101). andrew louth argues that these 
chapters would conform to the monastic literary genre of that time and 
be comprised of “a century of 100 chapters.”21 Bonifatius Kotter , in a new 
critical edition of John’s writings, counters migne’s view that there were 103 
heresies and reveals that the original was composed of one hundred chap-
ters with the one entitled “heresy of the ishmaelites” as the final one.22 This 
conclusion is based somewhat on an early manuscript from the ninth or 
tenth century which concludes the 100 chapters with the chapter on islam.23 
in his critical edition of John’s work, Kotter says that “heresy 100” may have 
been written as a separate work by John and then attached to an earlier 
collection (such as epiphanius’ Panarion).24 he also says that the use of one 
hundred chapters followed the common practice of trying to complete a 
“century” of chapters. Thus, John may have pulled together the earlier her-
esies from other sources and then rounded them off with some things that 

19. louth, St. John Damascene, 31–35.
20. Kotter iV, 4. he bases this on the ninth/tenth-century MS Moscow Synod and 

two early florilegium from the eighth century, which include the chapter on “heresy of 
the ishmaelites.”

21. louth, St. John Damascene, 59.
22. Kotter iV, 4.
23. louth, St. John Damascene, 76.
24. see mcginn, The Doctors of the Church, 97: “The first eighty are copied from 

the panarion, a fourth-century anti-heretical book of epiphanius of salamis, though 
John adds important material on the heresy of messaians (chap. 80). The final chapters, 
though they may not be by John, contain new material on a number of heresies, espe-
cially the ishmaelites (i.e., muslims) and the iconoclasts.”
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he had already written. of great significance is Kotter’s conclusion that the 
De Haerisibus, including chapter 100 on the ishmaelites, is contained in a 
ninth/tenth-century manuscript (gr 315 or the ms moscow synod).25 rob-
ert hoyland reinforces this conclusion by adding that there is a florilegium 
that includes the first two paragraphs of John’s work, and it is dated even 
earlier than the ninth century.26 in contrast, Daniel sahas, writing in 1972, 
details the objections of armand abel, who argues that the “heresy of the 
ishmaelites” was the first part of a work by the twelfth-thirteenth century 
Byzantine writer, nicetas acominatus.27 one of the main problems in abel’s 
argument, however, is that the objections he raised as to why John could not 
have been the author are actually dealing with material that was later added 
to the earlier original account.28 Thus, even sahas concludes at the end of 
his discussion that 

What can be said at this point with certainty is that this text 
was already known a few decades after the writing of the Fount 
of Knowledge, which is an attested work of John of Damascus, 
and that it has been attributed to him since then. This seems 
sufficient justification for us to discuss chapter 101 as John of 
Damascus’ work.29 

raymond le coz concurs with sahas in his assessment of abel’s argu-
ment, and also points out that the first part of the Thesaurus by acominatus 
(the part that should properly be attributed to John), portrays the monk 
who helps mahmed (muhammad) as an anonymous arian monk, rather 
than the monk “Bahira,” who is first mentioned in ibn ishaq’s sirat, written 
after John’s death.30 Thus, since the writer of the first part of the Thesaurus 
(presumably John) is unaware of the later tradition, which views the monk 
as nestorian rather than arian, this can be seen as another piece of internal 
evidence for an early date for the first part of the work.31 it can also be used 
as evidence that acominatus incorporated this earlier work by John into his 

25. Kotter iV, 4.
26. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 485.
27. Book 20 of the Thesaurus Orthodoxae Fidei.
28. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 63–66. c.f. le coz, Jean Damascene, 186–89.
29. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 66. chapter 101 here actually refers to Kot-

ter’s chapter 100.
30. guillaume, The Life of Muhammad, 79–81. guillaume relates that while ibn 

ishaq wrote before ah 151/aD 768, his work came down through ibn hisham, who 
died in ah 218/aD 835.

31. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 73n5.
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later elaboration.32 finally, in consideration of Kotter’s conclusions in regard 
to his manuscript studies, the consensus of scholars at this time is that the 
treatise titled “heresy of the ishmaelites,” and listed as the one hundredth 
chapter in a series of heresies collected as well as authored by John of Da-
mascus in his larger work called the Fount of Knowledge, is indeed authored 
by John of Damascus. The significance for us, then, is that we can now use 
the text in order to determine not only what an informed christian would 
have known about islam in the first half of the eighth century, but also what 
arguments were being used against the muslims by the christians. We will 
now look at his work in six sections.

content of the heresy of the IshmaelItes

Origins of the Saracen religion

in the first section of chapter 100, John refers to the “coercive religion of 
the ishmaelites,” which is the “forerunner of the antichrist.”33 having used 
strong words in his description of the religion of the ishmaelites, it is curi-
ous that John refers to them as a “heresy” of christianity rather than a false 
religion. Daniel sahas cautions that “the word ‘heresy’ in John of Damascus 
needs to be understood in a much broader sense than it is used today, as 
a deviation from mainstream orthodoxy.”34 This is because John includes 
twenty “heresies,” which he calls the “mothers of heresies,” at the beginning 
of his list of one hundred,35 even though they are pre-christian belief sys-
tems. hoyland adds that “evidently, then, the term simply signifies an erro-
neous belief or a false doctrine.”36 for John, christianity is seen as the truth 
and the standard by which all other religions or cults should be judged. 
Whenever a religion proclaims something that is contrary to the Bible or a 
distortion of its truth, it is then deemed to be “heretical.”37 sahas concludes, 

32. le coz, Jean Damascene, 191–93. cf. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 73n2.
33. her 1–2—the author’s translation of Kotter’s critical edition of John’s Heresy of 

the Ishmaelites.
34. sahas, “John of Damascus. revisited,” 112.
35. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, 111. The first four “parents and arche-

types of all heresies” are listed as Barbarism, scythism, hellenism, and Judaism. 
36. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 485.
37. traditionally, heresy refers to false doctrine and a heretic is one who believes 

and teaches what is contrary to the orthodox beliefs of the church. it is significant 
that John of Damascus used this term in reference to the teachings of islam, since in 
his time a heresy would have been false teaching against the established doctrine of 
the christian church. however, John did not view the beliefs of the ishmaelites as a 
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then, that “the heresies are heresies insofar as they can be contrasted to 
christianity. They are discussed in reference to christianity, not indepen-
dently of it; thus, the justification of treating islam as a heresy, too.”38 That 
may be the case. however, we also need to remember that at that time there 
were no references to a universal religion called islam, but rather that the 
conquering people group, referred to as ishmaelites, saracens or hagarenes, 
espoused beliefs and traditions that seemed to be distorted extractions from 
the two major religions in the area, Judaism and christianity. it may be that 
during the first half of the eighth century the religion that was to become 
islam was still in its formative process, and the rules, the traditions and the 
Qur’an may still have been developing as the arabs absorbed more and more 
land, money and power. Thus, islam was not very distinct from christianity 
in the time of John of Damascus and it is only in the latter half of the eighth 
century, when the earliest biographies on muhammad were being written 
and the first hadiths39 were being penned, that the finalization of the Qur’an 
was also taking place and the distinctions were becoming sharper and more 
defined, both in a theological and a cultural sense. for example, in this first 
section of his treatise John refers to the arabs by three titles: “hagarenes,” 
“ishmaelites” and “saracens.”40 The term “hagarene,” of course, comes from 
the belief that the arabs descended from abraham’s son ishmael, whose 
mother was hagar. The term ishmaelite would also connect them to abra-
ham, who is also the ancestral father for the Jews and the christians. Yet these 
two terms, in and of themselves, do not make a connection to the universal 
religion of islam. even the term “saracens,” a favorite term for the arabs at 
that time, again only provides a familial kinship with other descendents of 

separate religion, such as manichaeism or even Judaism, but rather as a competing 
system of doctrines within a christian context that claimed to be true yet were contrary 
to the orthodox teachings of christianity.

38.  sahas, “John of Damascus. revisited,” 112. see also mcenhill and newlands, 
Fifty Key Christian Thinkers, 156: “in a manner later to be followed by adolf harnack, 
John controversially viewed islam as a christian heresy. John, of course, had lived 
among muslims and experienced islam as the dominant culture and this may account 
for his fiercely polemical approach to it. he saw in the advent of islam a forerunner of 
the anti-christ, and he considered muhammad to be a false prophet who had a very 
confused and superficial knowledge of the Bible and who was influenced by an arian 
monk.”

39. hadiths are the purported “sayings of muhammad” that were used to formulate 
the law code of islam. The earliest collection is from al-Bukhari in the ninth century. 
Therefore, it can only be inferred that some of these sayings originated around the time 
of John of Damascus.

40. The name “muslim” does not appear at all in this chapter on the “heresy of the 
ishmaelites.” 
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abraham.41 The actual origin of the term is unknown,42 but John portrays 
it as coming from the verses in scripture (gen. 16:8; 21:10) where sarah 
sends hagar and ishmael away empty; so John plays on the verb κενοι (“to 
cast away”) which together with sarah (Σἁρρα) would give us the word 
Σἁρρα-κενοι, or “saracens.”43 Whatever the case, andrew louth believes 
that John’s etymologies still only “identify islam as the religion of the arabs, 
which is historically sound for the umayyad period, though contrary to the 
portrayal of islam in the Qur’an as a universal religion.”44 it is important to 
note that John was probably writing this in the early 740s, so it is likely that 
the religion that became islam was not yet seen as distinctive enough to be 
called anything more than a distant relative of Judaism, or, in John’s eyes, a 
strange admixture of twisted, erroneous beliefs coming from both Judaism 
and christianity—in other words, a heresy.45 John even alludes to a time 
when the saracens once worshiped idols in arabia, apparently referring to 
aphrodite and the morning star. in pre-islamic times the arabs apparently 
worshiped the morning star as al-uzza, one of their three main goddesses 
or “daughters of allah.” reference to the three goddesses is found in the 
Qur’an in surah 53:19–20, along with the names of the other two, al-lat 
and manat. in John’s treatise, aphrodite is referred to twice, once near the 
beginning and once toward the end. Both times she is linked with the arab 
word Khabar (greek, Χαβἀρ),46 which John says means “great.” he then re-
minds his readers that the saracens remained idolaters up until the time of 
heraclius, when there appeared a false prophet named “mamed” (Μάμεδ), 
or muhammad, who developed the new “heresy.”47

Muhammad

in this next section, John indicates that this “false prophet,” mamed, only 
knew the old testament and new testament superficially and probably 
learned aspects of his heresy from an arian monk.48 it is interesting to note 

41. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 70–71.
42. some have suggested that the term possibly comes from the arabic word, شرقيين 

(sharqiyyin), which means “from the east.” see also louth, St. John Damascene, p. 78.
43. her 4–5.
44. louth, St. John Damascene, 78.
45. sahas, “John of Damascus, revisited,” 112–14. here sahas has some good com-

ments on John’s usage of “heresy.”
46. her 8, 93.
47. louth, St. John Damascene, 78.
48. her 11–13.
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that John does not refer to the monk as the nestorian monk named Bahira, 
who is mentioned in ibn ishaq’s sirat at a later time.49 This would indicate, 
perhaps, that John is unaware of any tradition of muhammad traveling to 
syria and meeting a monk who claimed to recognize the sign of a prophet 
in muhammad.50 however, since he does mention the involvement of a 
monk, this could indicate an earlier rendition of the story before it took 
on the nestorian persuasion and the monk was given a name. as with the 
comparison of early and late hadiths, when a story contains more specific 
references to people or events, it is usually an indication that the story has 
been embellished through the passage of time and the earliest version is the 
more correct one. also, in linking muhammad to arianism, John perhaps is 
indicating that he recognizes the essence of the muslim objection to chris-
tianity, since arianism denies that Jesus christ is consubstantial with the 
father, making Jesus only a created being, much as the muslims argued that 
god could not have any associates.51 if this is the case, is it possible that what 
became islam grew out of a partial mixture of the arian heresy and other 
semitic influences? This could also explain John’s tendency to call it a heresy 
rather than a false religion. 

John also finds fault with muhammad’s “rumor” that the scriptures 
that he gave to his people were brought down from heaven without witness-
es, even though other ordinary acts such as marriage and buying property 
required witnesses. The real travesty, according to John, was that muham-
mad then expected his followers to obey the pronouncements which, in 
John’s estimation, were worthy only of “laughter.”52 This knowledge of the 
transmission of the teachings of muhammad from heaven, however, reveals 
that in the time of John there was at least recognition of the existence of 
some type of scriptures that the arabs collected and followed. in the last 
section, the actual surahs that John may be citing will be explored.

one of the most important features may be what is actually missing 
from John’s overview. he does not seem to have any historical awareness 
of the life of muhammad— where he was from, his struggle in mecca, his 
departure to medina, the early formation of the muslim community or even 
the many raids on the local caravans—anything that would give any indica-
tion as to what kind of person muhammad was. even though muhammad 

49. guillaume, The Life of Muhammad, 79–81; leites, “sira and the Question of 
tradition,” 49. ibn ishaq lived between 85–151 ah (aD 707–67), but probably finished 
his biography shortly before his death, almost 20 years after John’s death (aD 749–50). 

50. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, 153n101. This would also argue for an 
earlier date for the composition of chapter 100.

51. sahas, “John of Damascus. revisited,” 108. see Qur’an 5:73.
52. her 16.
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is mentioned by name only four times in the Qur’an, these are stories that 
should have been in circulation at that time, since ibn ishaq (d.767), the 
first biographer of muhammad, would have been collecting information on 
muhammad from a number of John’s contemporaries. Did John consider 
these historical matters as merely inconsequential or was he just ignorant 
of them? Were any of these stories in circulation during his lifetime or were 
they waiting to be “birthed” through the pen of ibn ishaq and others who 
followed?53 it is also interesting to note that John did not seem to be aware of 
any arguments for muhammad’s prophethood based on stories of miracles 
that muhammad performed, such as his miraculous night journey on the 
back of a winged horse to the city of Jerusalem. John merely mentions that 
the saracens should seek witnesses to verify the so-called revelations of 
their prophet. since these references to muhammad’s miracles were used 
in christian-muslim dialogues in the later eighth century and through the 
ninth century, this may be another indication for a mid- eighth century au-
thorship of this treatise. 

Muhammad’s Teaching on Christ

John also detects that the core of the false belief is the saracen portrayal of 
one god without any associations. at this point John seems to be referring 
to surah 112:1 and 3, or the suraht al-ikhlas,54 which says, according to 
John, “that there is one god, creator of all things, who has neither been 
begotten nor has begotten.”55 it is interesting to note that John has the order 
reversed here from the way that it is found in the Qur’an. is he using a dif-
ferent source or is he reciting from memory, or is he just trying to recollect 
what he has heard from the saracens? he also may be alluding to surah 
4:171,56 and perhaps surah 19:16–3057 when he refers to the saracen belief 

53. it is important to note that we only have ibn ishaq’s abridged biography through 
the redaction of hisham, who wrote in the ninth century. Therefore, we really cannot 
confirm the belief that there existed an earlier biography before hisham.

54. Yusuf ali, The Meaning of The Holy Qur’an, 112:1 “say: he is allah, the one and 
only;” 112:3 “he begetteth not, nor is he begotten.”

55. her 17–18.
56. Q. 4:171 “o people of the Book! commit no excesses in your religion: nor say of 

allah aught but the truth. christ Jesus the son of mary was (no more than) a messenger 
of allah, and his Word, which he bestowed on mary and a spirit proceeding from 
him: so believe in allah and his messengers. say not ‘trinity’: desist: it will be better 
for you: for allah is one god: glory be to him: (far exalted is he) above having a son. to 
him belong all things in the heavens and on earth.”

57. srah 19:16–30, and perhaps, surah 3:45. John even records the error of the 
Qur’an when it states that mary, the mother of Jesus is the sister of moses and aaron! 
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that “christ was the Word of god and his spirit, but only a creature and a 
servant, and that he was born without seed from mary, the sister of moses 
and aaron.”58 or, on the other hand, John may be referring to surah 4:156–
5859 when he relates that Jesus, without human father, was born a prophet, 
and that the “Jews unlawfully wanted to crucify him, but after arresting him 
they only crucified his shadow; for, he says, the christ was not crucified 
nor did he die, for god, took him up to himself into heaven because he 
loved him.”60 in heaven, Jesus denies telling people that he was the son of 
god, as well as god himself,61 which is similar to the dialogue found in 
surah 5:116ff.62 This understanding shows that John had knowledge of at 
least portions of the Qur’an around aD 743. it is also important to note that 
he would have been referencing an arabic version, since the earliest greek 
translation post-dated him.63

in this treatise, it is almost as if John is trying to develop an apologetic 
against this new threat to christianity by demonstrating, on the one hand, 
how inadequate the theological positions of this new religion are when 
countered by the truth of christianity, and, on the other hand, how utterly 
foolish are some of the things that are recorded by muhammad, their so-
called prophet. in regard to this last statement, John writes that muhammad 
“spread rumors that a book had been sent down to him from heaven by 
god,” but the “heretical pronouncements inscribed in his book” were only 
“worthy of laughter.”64 

in John’s first counter-argument, he deals with the three main objec-
tions the saracens have to christianity: belief in the trinity, belief in the 
deity of Jesus christ, and belief that Jesus really did die on the cross and 
then rose triumphantly from the dead. realistically speaking, these are 

(surah 19:28).
58. her 18–20.
59. Q. 4:157 “That they said (in boast), “We killed christ Jesus the son of mary, the 

messenger of allah”— but they killed him not, nor crucified him, but so it was made 
to appear to them, and those who differ therein are full of doubts, with no (certain) 
knowledge, but only conjecture to follow, for of a surety they killed him not—“ 4:158 
“nay, allah raised him up unto himself;”

60. her 22–25.
61. her 25–27.
62. Q. 5:116 “and behold! allah will say: “o Jesus the son of mary! didst thou say 

unto men, “Worship me and my mother as gods in derogation of allah?” he will say: 
“glory to Thee! never could i say what i had no right (to say). had i said such a thing, 
Thou wouldst indeed have known it. Thou knowest what is in my heart, though i know 
not what is in Thine. for Thou knowest in full all that is hidden.”

63. louth, St. John Damascene, 80.
64. her 15–16.



Heresy of the Ishmaelites 103

the cardinal doctrines of the church. The saracens taught, however, that 
god could not be a trinity since he has “neither been begotten, nor has 
begotten.”65 although they admitted that “christ is the Word of god and his 
spirit,”66 they believed that the greatest sin, which they referred to as “shirk,” 
was to associate god with a created being. Therefore, since they believed 
that christ was only a created being, it was “shirk” to say that he was also in 
the very nature, god. The conclusion that Jesus died on the cross was also 
problematic, for an admission to an actual crucifixion would open the door 
to the understanding that christ therefore died for our sins (which only 
god could do).

in the next counter-argument, John ridicules the saracen story of Je-
sus denying his deity before god when he arrives in heaven. according to 
the story, god questions Jesus after he is miraculously swept into heaven 
to avoid the crucifixion and says, “o Jesus, did you say that ‘i am the son 
of god and god’?”67 of course, according to the story, Jesus vehemently 
denies that he ever said such a thing and assures god that it was a lie told by 
those who had turned away from god and the truth. This must have been 
something that the saracens brought up in their arguments, and rather than 
counter their beliefs with a review of the applicable passages in the Bible, 
John merely sweeps it aside as a saying that is only “worthy of laughter.”68 

in the area of prophethood, John confronts the saracens’ argument 
that muhammad is a true prophet of god and therefore should be heeded. 
according to the Bible that both the Jews and the christians use, there are 
strict conditions for prophets of god. Deuteronomy 18:17–22, for example, 
deals with the sign of a prophet and states that if a so-called prophet says 
that something will take place and “it does not take place,” then he is a false 
prophet. The Qur’an does not give any indications that muhammad ever 
dealt with this type of prophecy. muslims would say, however, that muham-
mad is a prophet because he was given the recitation known as the Qur’an. 
John makes the point that if muhammad were a true prophet, then he should 
have agreed with all the earlier prophets, as well as moses, who foretold the 
coming of christ. They not only foretold his coming, but they would have 
agreed with the view that “christ is god, and the son of god,” and that he 
would be “crucified, and die, and rise again, and that he will be the judge of 
the living and the dead.”69 These beliefs, however, were denied by muham-

65. her 17–18.
66. her 18.
67. her 26–27.
68. her 32–33.
69. her 39–41.



John of Damascus,  first ap olo gist to the muslims104

mad. When John asks why their prophet did not come in this way and with 
this knowledge they only shrug and say “god does as he pleases.”70 

John’s Critique of Muhammad’s Teaching

in this next section John criticizes muhammad’s claim of receiving the scrip-
tures71 while he was asleep and without any witnesses.72 This struck John as 
specious since the saracens required witnesses for many other transactions, 
such as marriages and acquiring property. in regard to this he says, 

on the one hand, you take wives and possess property and don-
keys and everything else through witnesses; yet, on the other 
hand, you accept your faith and your scriptures unwitnessed. 
for the one who has handed down this scripture to you has no 
verification from any source, nor is there any prior witness to 
him known. furthermore, he received this while asleep!73 

John chides the saracens for requiring witnesses for almost everything 
else, from marrying a woman to buying an animal to acquiring property,74 
but for the most important thing in their lives, their relationship with god, 
they did not require witnesses to verify the writings of muhammad. even 
more than that, they accepted that what he said was revealed to him in his 
sleep. Therefore, John ridicules them for accepting the revelation which he 
says may have only been a dream.75

John also criticizes muhammad’s teaching on Jesus christ and his 
relationship with god, the father. according to the religion of muhammad, 
christians are called “associators” for ascribing a partner or son to god. 
John, in turn, calls them “mutilators” for tearing apart the trinity, for he 
reasons that if god’s Word and spirit are taken away from him, then he is 
less than god. indeed, if there were a time when god did not have his Word 
or his spirit, John argues, then god would have been incomplete. if god 
then attached himself to the Word and the spirit, something would have 
been added to him and therefore he would have been changed. however, 

70. her 45–46.
71. greek, γραφή, (“writings,” or “scriptures”); the term “Qur’an” is not used in 

John’s writings.
72. her 46–48.
73. her 58–60. 
74. surah 2:282.
75. he even quotes a proverb that may have been by plato, “you are spinning me 

dreams” to make his point.
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change is something that only a creature can experience, not the creator. 
Thus, in order for god to have always been the creator rather than a created 
being, he must have always had his Word and his spirit, which necessitates 
the eternal nature of his Word, Jesus christ.

The saracens said that christians were “associators” (ἑταιριαστάς),76 
because they introduced “in addition to god a partner by saying that christ 
is the son of god and god.”77 today, the worst sin that anyone can com-
mit in islam, referred to as “shirk,” is to associate one of god’s creatures 
with god himself. for muslims this denigrates god. John may not have 
been aware of the full extent of shirk in his time, but he still counters the 
misrepresentation of the son of god by reminding the saracens that their 
book claims that “christ is Word and spirit of god.”78 Therefore, since god’s 
Word and his spirit cannot be separated from him, then christ must also 
be god, for otherwise they are mutilating him by tearing him apart! mark 
Beaumont feels that this was a good move by John for

Denial of this argument by muslims would result in an inad-
equate understanding of the nature of god, so that the christian 
can say; ‘if, on the other hand, this is outside of god, then god, 
according to you is without word and without spirit.’ in John’s 
logic, since muslims wish to deny that christ is god they have 
to accept that the word and spirit are split off from god as a 
result of the appearing of christ. christians can drive the point 
home; ‘thus trying to avoid making associates to god, you have 
mutilated him.’79

indeed, John counters their accusation of the christians being “as-
sociators” by accusing the saracens of being “mutilators” or koptae (from 
koptas—κόπτας).80

his next objection is that christians are said to be idolaters by the 
ishmaelites because christians venerate the cross, so John inquires how the 
ishmaelites may escape the charge of idolatry since they kiss and rub them-
selves against the stone in the Ka’ba after the example set by muhammad 
himself.81 John ridicules their actions by relating how some saracens even 
believed that the stone was the place where abraham had sex with hagar, 

76. in arabic, mushrikun, or those who commit “shirk” by associating a partner 
with god.

77. her 61–62.
78. her 69–70.
79.  Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue With Muslims, 15.
80. her 76–77.
81. her 78–80.
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and others said it was where he tied up his camel when he was about to 
sacrifice isaac. if this were true, John says, the saracens should feel ashamed 
of venerating the stone rather than take pride in their misguided devotion. 
he also indicates that the stone was probably once the head of a statue of 
aphrodite, which was used in previous pagan worship of the goddess.82 in 
contrast to these objectionable practices of the ishmaelites, John states that 
it is much better to show reverence to the “cross of christ through which 
the power of demons and the deception of the devil have been destroyed.”83

John also criticizes the ishmaelites for locating abraham’s sacrifice of 
isaac in arabia rather than Jerusalem since the former would not offer the 
abundance of trees for easy retrieval of the needed wood. in addition, the 
writings of muhammad mention camels while the biblical account men-
tions only donkeys. These discrepancies only increased John’s disdain for 
the account of the ishmaelites. in all these arguments John is either trying 
to demonstrate what he considers the superiority of christianity or the fool-
ishness of the religion of muhammad, more for the sake of boosting belief 
in christianity in the eyes of his christian readers than for offering detailed 
arguments against the new “heresy,” though he is interested in countering 
their false beliefs.

The Qur’an and the Surahs Used

in this fifth section, John refers to the “scriptures” of the ishmaelites and 
the doctrines of muhammad, especially as they are related in four surahs.84 
in fact, he refers primarily to three medinan surahs:85 surah 4: The Women 
(al-Nisa); surah 5: The Table (al-Ma’idah); surah 2: The Heifer (al-Baqarah); 
and a surah that is not in the Qur’an: The She-Camel (though there are allu-
sions to this story in other surahs).86 

82. Before the time of muhammad, aphrodite was called al-uzzah by the arabs. 
she is one of the three “daughters of allah” mentioned in the Qur’an (53:19–20). John 
also indicates that traces of an engraving are visible on the stone even in his day, which 
begs the question of how knowledge of this would have come to him.

83. her 90–91.
84. it is important to remember that John uses the greek term γραφή (“writings”) 

and does not mention the words “islam,” “Qur’an,” or “surah,” which may indicate that 
the words were not in use during his lifetime.

85. The Qur’an was allegedly revealed in two cities, mecca and medina, which rep-
resent different phases in the “revelations” given to muhammad.

86. her 95–148. similar parts to the story of the camel are found in surahs 7, 11, 
17, 26, 54, 91.
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in the book John identifies as “The Woman,”87 he presents his descrip-
tion in a way that emphasizes the foolishness of the practices involved. first 
of all he deals with polygamy, which he says is allowed, but only for the 
man. The husband is allowed up to four wives, and he may also have “one 
thousand concubines.” however, the woman can only have one husband. 
clearly John is trying to show the lasciviousness of these religious beliefs. 
he brings up the example of Zayd (muhammad’s adopted son-in-law), di-
vorcing his wife, Zaynab (who is not mentioned by name), so that muham-
mad could satisfy his lust and marry her. interestingly, John’s story of Zayd 
and his divorce is more detailed than what is found in the Qur’an.88 could 
it have been a story circulating around and then later written down by ibn 
ishaq? or could it have been an actual rendition by ibn ishaq that John had 
chanced upon? John also seems to delight in demonstrating how ridiculous 
it is for muhammad to reason that it is fine for a man to divorce his wife, 
but that if he wants to marry her again he must wait until she has married 
and been divorced by another. it is also important to note that John accuses 
muhammad of committing adultery with Zayd’s wife before he made a law 
making it legal (or actually god granting special conditions to muham-
mad). John then alludes to even more immorality that is too obscene for 
him to mention and then moves on to the next point of ridicule.89

The Camel of God is not a separate surah in the Qur’an, though parts 
of the story are found in several surahs. John elaborates in the telling of 
this story so that he can bring about the pinnacle point of his exposé of 
foolishness to his readers. Yehuda nevo even reminds his readers that this 

87. The actual name of the surah is pluralized, Al-Nisa—“The Women.”
88. The Qur’an indicates that it was allah’s will for muhammad to marry his ad-

opted son’s wife after she had been divorced in order that “there may be no difficulty to 
the believers in marriage with the wives of their adopted sons.” (Q. 33.37) The Quranic 
account mentions Zayd, muhammad’s adopted son, but it does not mention Zayd’s 
wife, Zaynab, who was supposedly muhammad’s first cousin. in John’s account he indi-
cates that muhammad had fallen in love with Zayd’s beautiful wife and told Zayd, who 
was only named as a comrade, and not as muhammad’s adopted son-in-law, that allah 
had commanded Zayd to divorce his wife and then for muhammad to marry Zayd’s 
former wife. it is interesting to note that this account is found in surah 33 and not surah 
4 which John has been alluding to. Does this indicate that these things were all in the 
book called “The Woman” at one time, or that John is simply pulling material from 
different places in the Qur’an? Was he reading from a written source or was he writing 
from memory of what he had heard?

89. John quotes muhammad as saying “till the land which god has given you, and 
beautify it. and do this and in this manner,” which may be referring to verses such as 
Q. 2:223 which says, “your wives are as a tilth [“the plowing of land in preparation for 
growing crops”] unto you; so approach your tilth when or how ye will.” This is an obvi-
ous reference to overtly sexual behavior where the man has complete dominion over 
the woman and the woman is seen as merely a sexual object. 
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story is not in the Qur’an, though there are references to it in surah 7:73, 
77 and 91:13–14. nevo also mentions that John devotes more attention to 
this account than any other canonical surah, specifically for the purpose of 
ridicule. 

in this tale John narrates the story of a camel from god that drank a 
whole river and then could not pass between two mountains. since the wa-
ter was gone, the she-camel offered her milk to the people looking for water, 
but they were wicked people and after a time they killed her. however, one 
of her offspring, a small she-camel, survived, and John makes jest of her 
situation. he asks the saracens a series of questions about where the camel 
may have come from and who gave it birth, since apparently the camel is 
“without father, without mother, without genealogy.”90 either John is allud-
ing to a biblical character such as melchizidek, (heb. 7:3) or he is trying to 
bring out the irrationality of the story. he relates that the smaller camel is 
taken up to paradise by god and he uses this situation to ridicule their view 
of paradise, for if the camel is in paradise then she may drink up the river of 
water, one of the “three” rivers that he says are present there (water, milk and 
wine). however, the Qur’an mentions a fourth river of honey (Q. 47:15). 
also, John implies that if all the water is gone and they end up drinking out 
of the river of wine, without water to dilute it, then they will become drunk, 
fall asleep and miss out on the pleasures of paradise. however, the Qur’an 
states that the river of wine will not intoxicate anyone (Q. 37:47).91 at the 
end of the story, he says that the camel has run ahead of the saracens and has 
entered into the souls of donkeys! John then implies that their destiny will 
be the same if they continue to follow the foolish words of their “prophet.”92

John then makes brief mention of two more surahs, The Table and The 
Cow. as far as the reference to The table is concerned, John is accurate in 
what the surah says—“christ requested a table from god and it was given 
to him.”93 however, the Qur’an suggests that this “miracle” from god was 
to provide food for the followers of Jesus, and this provision was the true 
meaning of the last supper, not the biblical idea that Jesus was instituting 
a core belief that he was going to give his “body” and “blood” in exchange 
for the eternal lives of his followers. This surah is one of the longest ones in 
the Qur’an and provides many of the laws for muslim society, such as what 
to eat, how to live, what to do about thieves and non-believers as well as a 
number of injunctions against christians and Jews that abrogate some of the 

90. her 124–25.
91. it is possible that this view of non-intoxicating wine came after John’s life.
92. her 146–48.
93. her 149–51.
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earlier meccan surahs. for example, surah 5:51 admonishes muslims not 
to take “Jews and the christians for your friends and protectors,” whereas 
surahs said to be written at an earlier date encouraged the muslims to seek 
out “people of the book” for answers to their theological questions, in a way 
that showed respect and friendship toward Jews and especially christians.94 
surah 5 also has verses such as ayah 33 which rails against those who refuse 
to follow allah and his messenger:

The punishment of those who wage war against allah and his 
messenger, and strive with might and main for mischief through 
the land is: execution, or crucifixion, or the cutting off of hands 
and feet from opposite sides, or exile from the land: that is their 
disgrace in this world, and a heavy punishment is theirs in the 
hereafter. 

There are also a number of passages that counter any belief that Jesus 
is god, such as ayah 72 which starts out “They do blaspheme who say: ‘al-
lah is christ the son of mary.’” in this surah there is a very conscious effort 
to persuade the reader that this core belief in christianity is incorrect and 
misleading. it seems strange, then, that John does not comment on some of 
these passages that contradict his beliefs. Was he really aware of all that is 
contained in the surah as we now have it, or was he only aware of some of 
the major issues that he brings up earlier that may be found in this surah? 
it may just be a matter that the brevity of his treatise limited what he could 
cover. on the other hand, a lack of information on the part of an involved 
and generally informed scholar may also indicate that he was familiar with 
only a portion of the Quranic material.

lastly he mentions the second surah, the surah of The cow, but ap-
parently believes that he has already provided enough foolish sayings and 
declines any comment on the surah other than to state that it is also full of 
foolish sayings. Yehuda nevo notes that John’s lack of knowledge in regard 
to passages in the Qur’an is very revealing:

The text of the De haeresibus reveals that John was familiar with 
many arab traditions, and part but not all of the Qur’an. in our 
opinion, it supports meyendorff ’s conclusions that John knew 

94. Yusuf ali, Qur’an 5:82 “strongest among men in enmity to the Believers wilt 
thou find the Jews and pagans; and nearest among them in love to the Believers wilt 
thou find those who say, we are christians: because amongst these are men devoted to 
learning and men who have renounced the world, and they are not arrogant.” Qur’an 
4:136 “o ye who believe! Believe in allah and his messenger, and the scripture which 
he hath sent to his messenger and the scripture which he sent to those before (him)” 
[Jews and christians].
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only the surahs he paraphrased (nos. 2–5), plus some locutions 
which also appear in the Qur’an but probably antedate it. sahas’s 
attempt to show that he had a detailed knowledge of the whole 
Qur’an are somewhat far-fetched, and do not refute the supposi-
tion that what John actually knew were some of the stories and 
ideas on which the Qur’an was also based, or from which it was 
compiled. The most interesting aspect of John’s account, to us, is 
that he relates to the Qur’anic material as separate ‘books,’ not as 
one book, and that he presents a story called ‘The camel of god’ 
as one of these books.95 

it is interesting that the four surahs he is somewhat familiar with are all 
from the so-called “medinan” period, which was considered to be revealed 
to muhammad in the later period of his life when he was living in medina. 
it is also curious that John limits his critique of the ishmaelite religion to 
these particular sources. This could mean that nevo and meyendorff are 
correct in their assessment that John only knew some of the surahs as well 
as a limited number of stories concerning muhammad that were circulating 
at that time. however, John spent at least the first forty years of his life in the 
midst of the saracen stronghold. it is only logical to conclude that he must 
have been well informed in regard to the prevailing writings and doctrines 
of the saracens. Therefore, the limited selection of surahs and stories may 
simply be explained by John not having access to a Qur’an in the monastery 
and therefore relying on his memory of discussions that he may have had 
while a civil servant in Damascus. it could also indicate that, while there 
may have been much more that he could say, he may have felt that he made 
his point and it would be unnecessary to go on. it certainly would have been 
helpful for us today if he would have written more on these subjects.

Practices of the Saracens

John’s Heresy of the Ishmaelites closes with a list of muslim customs and 
practices,96 such as the circumcision of men and women, orders not to 
observe the sabbath, orders not to be baptized, contradictory orders to eat 
certain forbidden foods and to abstain from other foods that were permis-
sible, and absolute orders not to drink any wine. John does not comment 
on these practices, but he may have selected them in order to show polemi-
cally how each practice is contrary to the truth of christian teaching. for 
example, in the Bible circumcision was instituted as a sign of god’s cov-

95.  nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 238.
96. her 153–56.



Heresy of the Ishmaelites 111

enant to abraham and demonstrated to the surrounding people that the 
descendents of abraham were set apart from the world for god’s blessings 
and purposes. it was only commanded for males. Therefore, the practice 
of circumcision for the saracens, which included both males and females, 
negated the connection to god’s covenant with abraham and merely made 
it a barbaric practice with no spiritual context. The orders not to observe the 
sabbath and not to be baptized were easily understood to be directly against 
the practice of worship on sunday for christians and Jews on saturday. The 
saracen leaders, in other words, were forcing their followers to turn away 
from the established days of worship and replace christianity and Judaism 
with another belief system that required a different day of worship. John 
may have considered the religion of the ishmaelites to only be a heresy of 
christianity rather than a fully separate religion, but he was keenly aware of 
how these counter-practices would lead to a further rejection of christian 
doctrines and a replacement of all the christian practices. 

The saracen practice of eating foods forbidden by Jews and christians 
may have mostly targeted the Jewish dietary regulations since christ had 
given peter (and, therefore, christians) approval to eat anything. a shift in 
eating habits could be construed as an attack on every day common prac-
tices that would eventually separate people groups more definitively than 
even some spiritual disciplines. The abstinence from foods that were per-
missible is a curious dictate, unless it would include practices such as the 
partaking of the bread in the communion service, which no doubt would 
have been shunned by the saracen. This action would have further alienated 
the saracen from the christian. This may also have been on John’s mind 
when he concluded this list with the total abstinence from wine, for wine 
was used in the central focus of the mass and represented the very sacrifice 
of the lord Jesus christ. however, the saracens did not believe that Jesus 
died on the cross as a sacrifice for our sins and therefore they would find 
the lord’s supper abhorrent to their own beliefs. surely there were other 
more practical reasons that the saracens abstained from drinking wine, but 
John may have also realized that this early rejection of christian practices, 
such as taking bread and wine in the communion service, would lead to 
other major rejections of christian doctrine. it is very possible that he had 
witnessed a number of these paradigm shifts taking place in his life both in 
his role as civil servant in the court of the caliph and also from his distant 
observation post in the desert outside of Jerusalem, and therefore desired 
that his christian readers would also be aware of the dangers these saracen 
practices represented.
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What d oes John knoW about Isl am?

at the end of his detailed examination of John’s Heresy of the Ishmaelites, 
Daniel sahas summarizes what John knows about islam:

he presents the facts about islam in an orderly and systematic 
way, although not at all complimentary; he demonstrates an 
accurate knowledge of the religion, perhaps higher than the 
one that an average muslim could possess; he is aware of the 
cardinal doctrines and concepts in islam, especially those which 
are of an immediate interest to a christian; he knows well his 
sources and he is at home with the muslim mentality.97 

others concur with sahas in regard to John’s expert knowledge of this 
area. hoyland contends that John is well informed about the “islam” of his 
day. 

This composition exerted great influence upon the language, 
tone and content of subsequent Byzantine polemic against is-
lam. The subjects of christology, muhammad’s prophet hood 
and scripture, worship of the cross and muslim licentiousness, 
as evidenced by the story of Zayd and the description of para-
dise were all to feature time and time again and to be presented 
in the same hostile fashion. But though unsympathetic, the au-
thor is well informed.98 

andrew louth also believes that John has a fairly accurate picture of 
early islam, for 

he dates muhammad correctly, and knows about the revelations 
that came to form the Qur’an; he seems to know of the Qur’an 
as a book, and knows certain of the surahs, though he appears 
to be mistaken about ‘the camel of god,’ though much of the 
story he relates is authentic enough; his summary of muslim 
teaching, especially as it affects christian beliefs, is accurate; and 
his account of the charges muslims make against christians is 
precisely what one would expect, though John’s replies seem to 
reveal some misunderstanding of muslim practice.99 

if these experts in their fields are correct, then John’s assessment in his 
Heresy of the Ishmaelites demonstrates a fairly accurate knowledge of the 
religion and the founder, and reveals that he is aware of some of the main 

97. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 95.
98.  hoyland, Seeing Islam, 488.
99.  louth, St. John Damascene, 80.
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doctrines of the religion, especially in regard to christ. he also knows some 
of the surahs which must have been available in some form at that time. 
however, there are also a number of traditions and practices that he is not 
aware of, such as the nestorian monk, Bahira, and he has misunderstand-
ings on some things that should have been known by a scholar in those 
times, especially one living in the presence of the caliph. it may be that John 
was writing from his memory of conversations with muslims and therefore 
did not have readily available a copy of the Qur’an, which had not been 
translated into greek until after John’s death, or it may have been that there 
was so much to write about that he needed to be selective. Whatever the 
case, John’s critique of islam indicates that he did not have a high regard for 
the beliefs of the ishmaelites, nor for their scriptures.

as a result of this study, it is tempting to agree with andrew louth 
when he says that he is “tempted to go further” down the pathway and look 
at an idea that has been advanced by scholars such as patricia crone and 
michael cook, which gives a different account of the growth and develop-
ment of early islam.100 according to this idea, 

islam was not fully formed by the time of the death of muham-
mad in 632, but was, in part, a reaction to the success of the 
arab conquest of the middle east in the 630s and 640s. from 
a movement inspired by apocalyptic Judaism, emerging islam 
distinguished and separated itself from Judaism, and found its 
identity in the revelations made to muhammad. The develop-
ment of the religion took some decades, and only towards 
the end of the seventh century did something recognizable as 
islam emerge. John’s account, if written about the turn of the 
century, would fit with such a picture. The clear sense of islam 
as a (pseudo-) prophetic religion, focusing on the unity and 
transcendence of god, John’s understanding of islam as find-
ing its identity in ishmael (as opposed to isaac), his rather fluid 
awareness of the scriptural status of the revelations made to 
muhammad (awareness of written traditions, most, but not all, 
of which were soon to find their place in the ‘book,’ the Qur’an): 
all this fits such a picture.101 

While andrew louth concludes, “but here is not the place to pursue 
this topic any further,” this is exactly where future research involving John’s 
first-hand account needs to pick up the pursuit. John’s picture of islam 
in the early eighth century coincides with a number of details from the 

100. see crone and cook, Hagarism. 
101. louth, St. John Damascene, 80–81.
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twentieth-century neo-revisionist view of the development of early islam. 
This may be coincidental, or it may indicate that John’s account may help 
us better contextualize a twenty-first-century understanding of an eighth-
century dilemma.

almost 1300 years ago John of Damascus first developed his apologet-
ic approach to islam. The first step in this approach was to fully understand 
the saracen beliefs. The next step provided an explanation as to how the 
christian scriptures and doctrine countered those beliefs. he also provided 
a re-contextualized rationale for disputed doctrines such as the trinity and 
the deity of christ. as a result of his initiative, John led the way in develop-
ing an apologetic that was used for centuries after he died. 
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7

Disputation between a Christian and a 
Saracen
Authenticity and Transmission

IntroductIon

While the Heresy of the Ishmaelites addressed the theological dangers of the 
new arab religion in a treatise that revealed its heretical nature, another 
document, the Disputation between a Saracen and a Christian, was probably 
intended as a training manual for christian apologetics. it was primarily 
written to christians so that they would be able to answer the theologi-
cal questions that the saracens were raising.1 it was also meant to bolster 
the beliefs of christians so that they would not succumb to the theological 
demands of the new arab regime which was already applying considerable 
political and economical pressure to accept the new religio-political poli-
cies. sahas confirms that “the Disputatio is a kind of manual for a dialectic 
confrontation of a christian with a muslim. This short treatise is a valuable 
source of information about the earliest stage of muslim-christian dialogue, 
of the development of muslim theology and the theological inquiries and 
divisions inside the muslim community.”2 The Disputation was first writ-

1. cf. pratt, Challenge of Islam, 103–4. This also shows that if the author is indeed 
John, then he was familiar with the issues that were currently being debated in the 
middle of the eighth century.

2. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 121.
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ten in greek and then translated into arabic and then later into latin.3 it 
has been ascribed to John of Damascus, but others say that it was probably 
written by one of John’s disciples, Theodore abu Qurra. if it were indeed 
written by John, then it would have provided a powerful tool to accompany 
his treatise on early islam, the Heresy of the Ishmaelites. also, if John is the 
author of the Disputation, then it would have solidified his position of influ-
ence for centuries after his death, since this dialogue provided the pattern 
for apologetic approaches with islam for hundreds of years afterward. in 
fact, colin chapman says of John that 

his writings had a considerable influence on later generations 
of christians. some of his arguments (for example, proving the 
divinity of christ from the titles “Word” and “spirit” given to 
Jesus in the Qur’an, and suggesting that muhammad could not 
have been a prophet because his coming was not foretold in the 
Bible and he did not work miracles) became widely accepted in 
christian apologetics.4 

also, as andrew louth has reminded us, “if these two works are in-
deed by John Damascene (or even if their arguments can be traced back to 
him), they constitute the earliest explicit discussion of islam by a christian 
theologian.”5 Though there is a use of reductio ad absurdum arguments at 
times, the dialogues reveal that the author is a balanced polemicist since 
they do not have the negative or aggressive tone that was to emerge in later 
centuries. They demonstrate the mind and heart of a theologian who was 
concerned that christians would be prepared to defend their beliefs against 
the insurgent religious ideas that attempted to overthrow the truths of 
christianity. one commentator even goes so far as to say that such work 
“may be one of the earliest instances of christian theology offering its help 
to other believers without any ulterior motive.”6

authentIcIty, datIng, and authorshIp Issues

With the Disputation, as with the Heresy of the Ishmaelites, it is very impor-
tant to know whether John of Damascus is the original author, for it would 

3.  Kotter iV, 421. note 5 indicates that Beck and hoeck consider that the greek 
version was present before the arabic one.

4. chapman, Cross and Crescent, 65.
5. louth, St. John Damascene, 77.
6.  gaudeul, Encounters & Clashes, 30. The “other believers” refers to monotheists 

outside of christianity.
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demonstrate not only that he was aware of the intellectual and theological 
issues that were being discussed and debated by the christians and sara-
cens at that time, but also that he may have been responsible for training 
early christian apologists and even framing some of the christian-saracen 
theological debates that developed in the mid-eighth century. Therefore, we 
would then be able to utilize what he knew in order to gain a more precise 
picture of the contemporary stage of development of islamic theology and 
perhaps even explore whether the Qur’an had yet been finalized or was still 
in the process of becoming canonized. 

in an attempt to examine the complex issues involved in determining 
the authenticity and authorship of the text, the chart below has been devel-
oped in order to trace the possible transmission routes of the Disputation.7 

7. The chart was assembled through a comparison of Kotter iV, 421–38; sahas, John 
of Damascus on Islam, 99–102; louth, St. John Damascene, 81–83; le coz, Jean Dama-
scene, 199–203; pg 94:1585–89; pg 96:1336–48; pg 97:1588–96.
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sahas points out two different problems that must be addressed in re-
gard to the question of authenticity. The first problem regards the question 
of who authored the work, and the second problem involves the two differ-
ent forms of the text.8 These problems exist because there are two editions 
of the Disputation that have come down to us.9 one is a latin translation 
with greek fragments juxtaposed next to the latin, which was edited by 
lequien and published in 1712 (mpg 94). This was probably from the latin 
translation made by grosseteste (ca. 1170–1253) in the thirteenth century, 
with section headings added in 1546. it is titled in lequien’s edition as the 
Disceptatio Christiani et Saraceni. in his introduction, lequien remarks that 
his edition uses an older latin translation from a greek text which was sub-
sequently lost.10 Therefore, it is possible that lequien used a portion of the 
dialogues from Theodore abu Qurra’s works (especially sections 35, 36 and 
38) as well as opusculum 18, which includes the phrase “διὰ φωνης Ἰωάννου 
Δαμασκηνου”or “through the voice of John of Damascus,” in order to give 
context to the latin translation.11

another edition, published in 1788, was from a greek manuscript12 
from the thirteenth century that andrea gallandi, a patristic scholar, re-
produced and translated into latin for his 14-volume reference work on 
smaller and lesser known patristic writings.13 it was included in migne’s 
1860 edition as pg 96: 1336–58 under the title Disputatio Saraceni et Chris-
tiani. since lequien’s edition is also included in migne with a different title, 
this has caused confusion as to whether they were two completely different 
works, but we shall see that these two editions are essentially the same work, 
albeit with a different transmission history and a slightly different sequence 
of topics. perhaps we can view this history as two streams that diverged 
from the same source and now have come back together again.14

one of the difficulties in tracing out the transmission routes is deter-
mining the source of the earliest greek text for the two editions we have 

8. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 100.
9. hoyland says that the “text is found in inverted order, with numerous varia-

tions,” but Kotter shows that there are really two main strains in the manuscript history. 
hoyland, Seeing Islam, 489; Kotter iV, 420–23. 

10. pg 94:1585/1586. “nec recenti translatione, cujus graecum textum obtinere 
non potui.”

11. pg 94:1585/1586. “caeterum magnam ejus partem expiscari mihi licuit ex dia-
logis Theodori abucarae, qui ut suum 18, quem subjiciemus, ita et alios διὰ φωνής, ex 
ore Joannis nostri excepit.”

12.  Kotter iV, 423. This refers to text 747 in Kotter’s manuscript chart.
13. schlager, “andrea gallandi.” 
14. see the chart on the possible transmission development on the previous page.
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today. Daniel sahas believes that galland’s15 greek text (from the thirteenth 
century) corresponds to the greek portions in lequien’s edition.16 Kotter, 
on the other hand, agrees with lequien and states that the greek text of 
mpg 94 (form B from lequien, which was added to his latin text) is from 
Theodore abu Qurra’s Opuscula, which is reproduced in mpg 97.17 if Kot-
ter is right, this verifies that lequien took part of abu Qurra’s greek text and 
added it to the latin text that he had.18 if sahas is right, then how would abu 
Qurra’s Opuscula, which Kotter dates back to the end of the eighth century, 
fit into the transmission issues, especially since galland’s greek text match-
es closely with abu Qurra’s work (sections 35, 36 and 38)? it may be that 
galland’s thirteenth-century greek text used abu Qurra plus another text, 
conceivably original sections from John of Damascus. another possibility 
is that galland’s version is an arrangement of sections originally written by 
John of Damascus and later used by abu Qurra in his material against the 
saracens. in order to determine the answer to this dilemma, it may be help-
ful to view a chart that compares the various transmissions.

15. andrea gallandi is referred to as “galland” by sahas, Kotter, le coz, and others.
16. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 99.
17. Kotter iV, 421n6.
18. ibid., 421.
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Comparison Chart for the transmission of the Manuscripts19

Kotter (pp. 420–26)
– with titles from 
Kotter

galland
pg 96: 
1336–48

lequien
pg 94: 1585

abū Qurra
pg 97: 
1588–96

1. The omnipotence of 
god, the cause of good 
and evil, the freedom 
of the human will, the 
justice of god, cre-
ation and generation, 
godly providence and 
predestination

1 (1336 
B1—
1340 B 
11)

l7* (7–9 compressed in 
lequien—1590 B 6)—K1
*The “l” refers to the sec-
tion divisions in lequien, 
which were originally 
added in 1546 to grosse-
teste’s translation. The “K” 
refers to Kotter’s divisions.

Opusculum 35
(1588 a1)

2. Baptism before 
christ’s appearance on 
earth

2 (1340 
B12)

missing Opusculum 35
(1589 c 6)

3. god’s providential 
and permissive will

3 (1340 
c 13)

(1594 B 11) Opusculum 35
(1592 a 1)
(and part of 
op. 9, 1529 a 
1–7)

4. god’s providential 
and permissive will

4 (1341 
B 10)

missing Opusculum 35
(1592 B 4)

5. christ as the Word 
and spirit of god

5 (1341 
c 4)

l1 (1586 a 1)—K5 Opusculum 35
(1592 B 8)

6. The Word (λόγος) 
versus the words (λογια 
ῥήματα) of god

6 (1344 
a 3)

l2 (1587 a 9)—K6 Opusculum 36
(1592 c 10)

7. The sending of god’s 
word to mankind in 
the incarnation, the 
doctrine of two natures 
of christ,

7 (1344 
c 5)

l3 (1587 D 1)—K7 missing

8. The sending of god’s 
word to mankind in 
the incarnation, the 
doctrine of two natures 
of christ,

8 (1345 
a 4)

l4 (1589, 4)—K8 missing

9. the death of the 
Theotokos

9 (1345 
B 6)

l5 (1590 a 9)—K9 Opusculum 37
(1593 B 12)

19. The basis of this chart is from Kotter iV, 420–26, and the author’s re-examina-
tion and comparison of the texts in migne (pg 94, pg 96, and pg 97).
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10. creation and the 
secondary causes after 
creation week

10 
(1345 B 
14)

l6 1590 a 9)—K10 Opusculum 37
(1593 c 2)

11. The relationship 
of the baptized (Jesus 
christ) to the baptizer 
(John the Baptist)

11 
(1345 c 
13)

l8 (1594 D 7)—K11 Opusculum 38
(1594 D 3)

lequien added a section 
by Theodore abū Qurra 
(opusculum 18) on the 
“refutations against the 
saracens” which includes 
the phrase “διὰ φωνης 
Ἰωάννου Δαμασκηνου”or 
“through the voice of John 
of Damascus”
(1596 B 2—1597 c 6)

By studying the chart above we can see that one major difference be-
tween galland’s edition and lequien’s lies in the arrangement of the mate-
rial. Kotter divides up the Disputation into 11 sections and labels them as 
we see in the first column.20

using the three main divisions of the Disputation, as advanced by 
sahas, we can see that lequien’s version starts with Kotter’s section (5), 
the nature of christ as the Word of god, which is followed by a dialogue 
concerning the cause of good and evil (1) and ends with the discussion of 
the relationship between John the Baptist and Jesus (11).21 galland’s version 
starts with the dialogue on good and evil (1), continues with the question 
as to whether christ is the Word of god (5), and ends with the same issue 
about John the Baptist and Jesus (11).22 galland’s edition also consists of 
the three units found in abu Qurra’s opuscula which are numbered 35, 36, 
and 38. Opusculum 35 deals with the source of good and evil (1) through 
christ as the Word of god (5). Opusculum 36 deals with the Word and the 
words of god (6), and opusculum 38 deals with the relationship between 
Jesus and John the Baptist (11).23 The question that this raises is whether 

20. Kotter iV, 422.
21. We are using the three main divisions of the Disputation, as advanced by sahas, 

John of Damascus on Islam, 99n3, with the division numbers put together by Kotter iV, 
422, for our comparison.

22. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 99.
23. pg 97:1588–96. sahas also includes opuscula 9 and 37; see sahas, John of Da-

mascus on Islam, 101.
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the Disputation was originally composed by John and then later adapted 
by abu Qurra or whether abu Qurra is the sole author of the Disputation 
and it has been erroneously attributed to John of Damascus.24 as we have 
shown above, however, the Disputation transmitted by galland coincides 
with the sections of abu Qurra’s writings as they are found in migne’s PG 
(the former in 96:1336–48 and the latter in 97:1588–96). abu Qurra, in 
turn, attributes the original content to his mentor John. however, the sec-
tion that refers to being transmitted “orally” from John of Damascus is one 
of at least seven separate sections (opusculum 18, pg 94:1596 compared to 
opuscula 9, 35, 36, 37 and 38), and is only found at the end of lequien’s edi-
tion. Therefore sahas concludes that “these indications seem to suggest that 
the text published by galland is an edition of short treatises written by John 
of Damascus and utilized by abu Qurra who incorporated them as opuscula 
9, 35, 36, 37 and 38 in his collection of short essays on islam.”25

When another comparison chart is consulted, however, it appears that 
there is more of an overlap between galland’s text and abu Qurra’s opuscula 
as they meet together in the greek fragments used in lequien’s edition, and 
this may reveal a more accurate picture of the transmission of the various 
manuscripts.

in the chart below, the left column represents the critical text construct-
ed by Bonifatius Kotter and the author’s english translation. The second col-
umn is from the thirteenth-century greek text, reproduced by galland in 
1778, which coincides with the divisions made by Kotter. The third column 
is from lequien’s 1712 latin edition, which utilizes grosseteste’s thirteenth-
century latin translation and greek portions from a different source, since 
the greek source for grosseteste’s version is missing. The fourth column 
is a matching section from abu Qurra’s refutations against the saracens, 
found in opusculum 35. The beginning of section 5 in Kotter’s critical text 
has been selected since it poses the very significant question, “Who do you 
say the christ is?” also, as noted above, both galland and abu Qurra follow 
the same order, with this question in the middle of their transmissions, but 
lequien’s edition places this question at the very beginning, which tends to 
skew the rest of the order.

it may be interesting to speculate as to why lequien starts here, though, 
since the question about christ’s deity is the central question in regard to 
christianity, it may be more useful to ask why the other texts did not start 
with this question. however, since the manuscript of abu Qurra’s text is 
older, it is safer to say that the original order probably coincided more with 

24. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 100.
25. ibid., 101.
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his transmission rather than with lequien’s, and this seems to be Kotter’s 
conclusion as well, since his chosen order coincides with abu Qurra and 
with galland.

Comparison Chart for Kotter, section 5, lines 1–10

Kotter, section 5a galland
pg96: 1341

lequienB

pg 94: 1585
abū Qurra
pg 97: 1591

 Ἐὰν ἐρωτηθῇς ὑπὸ 
Σαρακηνοῦ λέγοντος· 
Τί λέγεις εἶναι τὸν 
Χριστόν; (ll. 1–2)
if you will be asked 
by a saracen, “What 
do you say the christ 
is?”c

Ἐὰν ἐρωτηθῇςD 
παρἀe Σαρακηνοῦ 
λέγοντος· Τί λέγεις 
εἶναι τὸν Χριστόν;

Ἐρωτηθεῖς παρἀ 
Σαρακηνοῦ, Τί 
λέγεις τὸν Χριστόν;

Βαρβ. Τί λέγεις 
εἶναι τὸν 
Χριστόν;

latin: si inter-
rogeris, saraceno 
dicente; Quem ais 
esse christum?
if you will be asked 
by a saracen this 
question: Who do 
you say the christ 
is?”

latin: si 
interroga[e]ris a 
saraceno: Quid 
dicis christum?
if you will be asked 
by a saracen this 
question: Who do 
you say the christ 
is?”

latin: Barb. 
Quem dicis esse 
christum?
Barbarian: “Who 
do you say the 
christ is?”

εἰπὲ αὐτῷ Λόγον 
θεοῦ, μηδὲν ἐν τούτῳ 
νομίζων ἁμαρτάνειν, 
ἐπεὶ καὶ λόγος 
λέγεται παρὰ τῇ 
γραφῇ καὶ σοφία καὶ 
βραχίων καὶ δύναμις 
θεοῦ καὶ ἄλλα πολλὰ 
τοιαῦτα· πολυώνυμος 
γάρ ἐστιν. 
(ll. 2–4)
say to him, “Word 
of god.” and do not 
suppose that you 
commit a sin, because 
in the scripture he 
is called Word and 
wisdom and arm and 
power of god and 
many other similar 
things, for he has 
many names.

εἰπὲ αὐτῷ·Λόγον 
θεοῦ, μηδὲν ἐν 
τούτῳ νομίζων 
ἁμαρτάνειν, ἐπειδὴ 
καὶ λόγος λέγεται 
παρὰ τῇ γραφῇ, καὶ 
σοφία καὶ βραχίων, 
καὶ δύναμις 
θεοῦ καὶ ἄλλα 
πολλὰ τοιαῦτα· 
πολυώνυμος γάρ 
ἐστιν.

καὶ βραχίων θεοῦ, 
καὶ δύναμις καὶ 
ἄλλα μθρία.

Χριστ.
Λόγον θεοῦ, 
σοφίαν θεοῦ, 
Υἱὸν θεοῦ, 
βραχίονα θεοῦ, 
δύναμιν, καὶ 
ἄλλα μθρία.

latin: et sapientia 
et brachium et 
virtus Dei, et alia id 
genus multa.
and wisdom and 
arm and strength 
(goodness) of god, 
and many other of 
that sort 

latin: et brachium 
Dei, et potentia 
Dei, et multa talia.
and the arm of 
god, and the 
power of god, and 
many such [things]

latin: Brachium 
Dei, virtutem et 
alia innumera.
arm of god, vir-
tue [gk. power] 
and innumerable 
others
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Παρὰ τῇ γραφῇ μου 
πνεῦμα καὶ λόγος 
θεοῦ λέγεται ὁ 
Χριστός. (line 8)
“in my scripture 
christ is called spirit 
and Word of god.”

Παρὰ τῇ γραφῇ 
μου πνεῦμα καὶ 
λόγος θεοῦ λέγεται 
ὁ Χριστός.

πνεῦμα καὶ λόγος 
θεοῦ λέγεται

Βαρβ. 
Πνεῦμα καὶ 
λόγον θεοῦ 
λέγεται

latin: a scriptura 
mea spiritus et Ver-
bum Dei dicitur 
christus.
in my scripture 
christ is called 
spirit and Word of 
god.

latin: a scrip-
tura mea spiritus 
et Verbum Dei 
dicitar.
in my scripture he 
is called spirit and 
Word of god.

latin: Barb. 
christum dico 
esse spiritum et 
Verbum Dei.
i say christ is 
spirit and Word 
of god.

a. Dis 5.1–10.
b. The greek text in lequien’s section is fragmentary and from an unknown greek man-

uscript. it may be from an earlier manuscript than either galland’s text or even abu Qurra’s, 
though Kotter seems to favor galland’s text over lequien’s as the earliest representative. 
These three fragments represent the corresponding portion matching Kotter’s lines 1–8.

c. The english text is the author’s translation from Kotter’s greek critical text and the 
latin sections in migne. The pertinent phrases that correspond to lequien’s fragmented 
text have been highlighted.

d. This is different from the format of sections 1–4 and 9–11, which follow a nor-
mal dialogue pattern. here section 5 (as well as 6–8) begins with Ἐὰν, and together with 
ἐρωτηθῇς translates as “if you will be asked.” however, section one begins with Ἐρωτηθεὶς 
ὁ Χριστιανὸς, which translates as “when the christian was asked.”

e. found in manuscript 747 from the thirteenth century and used by galland.

another anomaly to note is that section 5 begins a different style in 
galland’s version. sections 1–4 are in a normal dialogue structure with 
dialogue tags to mark when the christian or the saracen have their parts. 
section 5, however, begins with a subjunctive clause, “if you will be asked 
by a saracen this question,” rather than a dialogue tag, such as “saracen: 
Who do you say is the christ?” it is constructed more like a lecture rather 
than a dialogue. This may indicate that the original greek manuscript was 
a record of a lecture John gave to his disciples, and then later was included 
in galland’s greek source. lequien’s edition also follows this same style in 
the latin portion, though the latin is somewhat different from the latin in 
galland’s own translation. The matching greek text from abu Qurra is the 
only one that retains a dialogical structure throughout. if his original mate-
rial were from John of Damascus, however, why would abu Qurra not have 
the lecture style rather than a dialogical style? Were the greek texts that le-
quien used from a different source or a shared one? looking more carefully 
at the sources may provide further clues on how to answer these questions. 
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since galland’s edition and abu Qurra’s dialogue are the prime texts 
used to make up Kotter’s critical text, we can assume that they are closer to 
the original greek text. as mentioned above, lequien took the latin trans-
lation by grosseteste and juxtaposed greek “markers” next to some of the 
latin text. lequien stated that he did not have the greek text that was used 
for the translation, so apparently he brought in text from other sources.26 
sahas identifies galland’s edition as the major source and Kotter names abu 
Qurra. in comparing just galland and abu Qurra we can identify many 
similarities, even though abu Qurra’s text uses a dialogue format through-
out, even in section 5 represented above, while galland has some extensive 
monologues. When we compare these two greek texts with lequien’s greek 
fragments, there are some peculiar associations. in the first section (lines 
1–2) galland’s text is the same as Kotter’s except for replacing ὑπὸ with 
παρἀ. lequien’s greek text follows galland’s more than abu Qurra’s, but 
this is not always the case, as we shall explore at a later point. 

galland also introduces his question in the subjunctive case using ἐὰν 
(if) with the 2nd person aorist passive subjunctive verb, ἐρωτηθῇς. on the 
other hand, lequien uses a participle, ἐρωτηθεῖς, which can be understood 
in a subjunctive sense, so that both galland’s and lequien’s phrase can be 
translated into english as “if you will be asked.” it is important to note that 
lequien did not take his greek directly from galland. nor did he borrow 
it from abu Qurra, since abu Qurra uses a direct dialogue format in the 
present tense without any reference to the verb ἐρωτἁω. Therefore, we can 
at least say that lequien did not take his greek text directly from either 
galland or abu Qurra. Did he borrow some from both; did he have ac-
cess to another text that was a composite of galland’s text and abu Qurra’s 
text, combined with other independent manuscript material; or did he have 
another source that was extant in the time of abu Qurra, from which abu 
Qurra developed his own dialogue and from which the major strains, form 
a and form B, later developed?

considering the next phrase, which refers to the “arm and power of 
god,” it can again be noted that lequien seems to have taken a large por-
tion of his greek text from galland, but he uses the word μυρία (myriad), 
which is in abu Qurra’s text, rather than πολλὰ τοιαῦτα, which galland uti-
lizes. again, why would there be an “intrusion” of a word from abu Qurra’s 
dialogue if lequien were strictly using galland’s greek text, unless he was 
either making a composite text from these other sources or he was referring 

26. pg94:1585/1586. lequien’s introduction included this phrase: “nec recenti 
translatione, cujus graecum textum obtinere non potui.”
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to another earlier text that reflects knowledge of abu Qurra’s differences?27 
This leads to the conclusion that there may have been an earlier version, 
which was also available to abu Qurra at the end of the eighth century, 
that pre-dated galland’s use of a thirteenth-century text. This manuscript, 
therefore, could have been the original one written by John of Damascus, or 
at least the lecture notes taken down by one of his disciples; then abu Qurra, 
who had access to the manuscript and the lecture notes at the mar saba 
monastery, could have later used this material in his own dialogue. it is pos-
sible that Theodore abu Qurra was a direct disciple of John of Damascus, 
but most scholars date his life from around a.D. 740 to 830.28 Therefore, it 
is more reliable to say that abu Qurra, who probably came to the monastery 
at mar saba from mesopotamia after John’s death, was the prime successor 
to John’s apologetic legacy rather than his direct disciple.29

Disputes on the Dating of the Disputation

Before answering this puzzle concerning the disputes on the dates, a re-
view of some of the difficulties of dating the original manuscript accord-
ing to other researchers should be helpful. le coz says that there are three 
possibilities for the dating of the Disputation between the Saracen and the 
Christian. The first possibility is that the writings of abu Qurra precede 
the Disputation, but Kotter shows that this is not likely due to the internal 

27. however, since the more complex forms are usually simplified in later copies 
rather than the opposite occurring, it is possible that the phrase πολλὰ τοιαῦτα in gal-
land’s text may have preceded the less complex μυρία which is used in both lequien’s 
fragmentary text and abu Qurra’s dialogue.

28. W. g. greenslade (740–820); David Kerr (740–820); Debbie schlussel (740–
825); adam francisco (c. 750–820); sidney griffith (750–820); mark Beaumont (c. 
750–c. 829); herman teule (755–830).

29. recently this has been disputed by lamoreaux, who claims that Theodore abu 
Qurra was not present at mar saba and therefore could not have received oral instruc-
tion from John or from John’s disciples. lamoreaux also claims that another version 
of abu Qurra’s opusculum 18, which lequien introduced with the phrase διὰ φωνης 
Ἰωάννου Δαμασκηνου, should actually read “through the voice of John the Deacon” 
and represents an account of the latter’s summary of some of the debates he witnessed 
by Theodore abu Qurra. however, even if this particular work (opusculum 18) is not 
related to John of Damascus, the content of the other sections of the Disputation as-
cribed to John of Damascus and transcribed by Theodore abu Qurra, reveal strong 
similarities and a keen understanding of theology, both christian and early islamic, 
so that the internal evidence of the work points to John of Damascus. (notice in figure 
6.4 that opusculum 18 has a separate line and is not included in the transmission of the 
Disputation.) see lamoreaux, Theodore Abu Qurrah, xii, xiii, and also the discussion in 
chapter 10 of this book.
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inconsistencies that would result from this scenario. The second possibility 
is that the Disputation inspired abu Qurra, and that therefore he included 
a part or the whole in his own rendition. This is likely, as has been noted 
above, but not easy to verify. The third possibility, according to le coz, is 
that both John’s version and abu Qurra’s version are more ancient than the 
dialogue that we have now. This would mean that someone else, perhaps in 
the thirteenth century, utilized both John’s material and abu Qurra’s dia-
logues and is responsible for the present ideas represented in the Disputa-
tion. Kotter, however, narrows the date to the end of the eighth century and 
the beginning of the ninth century, which was the time that abu Qurra 
lived and wrote. Thus, it is possible, and even logical to accept abu Qurra’s 
statement that the document was written by John and later transmitted by 
abu Qurra himself.30

andrew louth points out that some critics dispute an earlier origin for 
the dialogues and establish the time of the writing in the thirteenth century 
because they were ascribed to John at that time by robert grosseteste, who 
translated them into latin. in one of his footnotes, however, Kotter explains 
his belief that although grosseteste may have been the one responsible for 
later editions referring to John as the author of the Disputatio, it does not 
necessarily mean that the work has a thirteenth-century origin. in fact, the 
confusion may have been a result of the way that grosseteste both put the 
heresy of John together with the Disputatio and attached John’s initials 
to the latter. This may have been an oversight by grosseteste, but Kotter 
takes the connection between the two documents even further by conclud-
ing that “the writing under consideration may be attributed to the same 
author because at the end of h 100 there is also a similar way of dealing 
with the saracen.”31 it would be natural, then, for both of the documents to 
be combined together under one author. if the Disputation were from the 
twelfth or thirteenth century, however, then it could not have been written 
by John of Damascus, and it could not have the authority and value of being 
a first-hand account of the development of islam in the middle of the eighth 
century. four centuries later, islam would have been well established and 
the arguments found in the Disputation would have lost their historical sig-
nificance. louth refutes this late date, however, by reiterating that Theodore 
abu Qurra, John’s successor, wrote in the late eighth century and early ninth 
century, so the original material, even if it were not written by John, could 
not have been from the twelfth or thirteenth centuries. moreover, if the Dis-
putation was recorded by abu Qurra, or another monk at the monastery, 

30. le coz, Jean Damascene, 200.
31. Kotter iV, 420n2.
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from an earlier oral account of John’s, then we can ascribe the original ideas 
developed in the dialogues to John himself.32 however, while andrew louth 
and raymond le coz accept this scenario, others do not.

Disputes on the Authorship of the Disputation

in his article, Byzantine Views of Islam, John meyendorff deals with four 
works on islam connected with the name of John of Damascus. he accepts 
John’s authorship of the chapter on the “heresy of the ishmaelites” in the 
greater work called the Fount of Knowledge, but he believes that most of 
the 100 heresies catalogued by John were based on a fifth-century work by 
st. epiphanius of cyprus. in regard to A Dialogue between a Saracen and a 
Christian, he claims that the two main transmissions by galland and le-
quien are actually transmissions of abu Qurrah’s work rather than John’s 
because, according to myendorff, the manuscripts of galland and lequien 
are “in reverse order” and inconsistent with “the Damascene’s manuscript 
tradition.” however, this is quite misleading since abu Qurrah’s dialogue 
was separate from the other two transmissions. it better indicates abu Qur-
rah’s own rendition of the material that he derived from John’s lectures and 
written dialogues. it is also not true that galland’s edition is in the reverse 
order, since Kotter in his critical edition follows the same order as galland. 
nor was lequien’s edition in the reverse order. Though lequien begins in 
the middle and the beginning is attached to the end, the sections are ar-
ranged in the same relative sequence of galland’s work and Kotter’s edition.33 
rather than the Dialogue being a “compilation of abu-Qurra’s writings, at-
tributed to John of Damascus by later scribes,” as meyendorff suggests, the 
evidence supports the initial authorship of John and a later re-working of 
the sections by others. it is interesting to note that meyendorff even states 
that the “real author” of the third work on islam, the dialogue that lequien 
includes in his edition as opuscula 18 of abu Qurrah, is “obviously abu-
Qurra” even though abu Qurrah writes that he received the material from 
John διὰ φωνης, or «according to the oral teaching» of John. meyendorff 
bases this on independent manuscripts of the dialogue that do not include 
the preface ascribing the work to oral material derived from John of Damas-
cus. however, as we have seen with the convoluted way that the manuscript 
of the Dialogue has been transmitted to us, it is easy to understand how 
works can be passed on in different forms.34

32. louth, St. John Damascene, 76–77.
33. please refer to charts.
34. meyendorff, “Byzantine Views of islam,” 16–17.
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Yehuda nevo, a Jewish archaeologist and writer, concurs with John 
meyendor De Haeresibus, 
but allocates the authorship of the Disputatio to abu Qurra because the na-
ture of some of the issues raised in the dialogues coincided with issues that 
were not discussed until the second half of the eighth century, after John’s 
death.35 robert hoyland also comes to this conclusion, but his reasons are 
based on authenticity issues and the various structures of the document, 
rather than on content issues. he does not consider the Disputation as a 
work that would come from the pen of a theologian since there was no over-
all plan for the dialogue and there seemed to be a number of variants, and 
he says that the different order of the variants sometimes led to a “number 
of incomprehensible passages.” Due to these inconsistencies, hoyland con-
cludes that although the teachings could have come from John of Damascus 
himself, the form that we have now is a composite and therefore could not 
have come directly from John.36 martin Jugie also argues that a written 
original by John may never have existed, but only a composite derived from 
his oral deliveries combined with a collection of smaller separate sections of 
his arguments.37 While this may account for the variety of transmissions, it 
does not explain the development of the present text. also, as Kotter has al-
ready mentioned, the topics that are discussed are almost without exception 
controversial points of early islamic theology, so the author of the dialogue 
would have most certainly been involved in the early discussion of these 
issues.38 We have also shown that the variants can easily be cleared up as 
two main forms of a composite text composed of John’s writings and oral 
teachings with slightly different sequences. The nature of the resulting form, 
then, may have more to do with how some of the editors, such as lequien, 
have “cobbled” together some of the sections, but that does not negate the 
original text coming from John’s hand or voice.

another researcher, a.t. Khoury, does not even accept that abu Qurra 
is directly responsible for all the material that is ascribed to him in opuscula 
35–38 (pg 97 1588–92), which would make the connection between abu 
Qurra and John of Damascus even less defensible. he reasons that three of 
the opuscula attributed to abu Qurra must be from some other source since 
they do not mention abu Qurra’s name as the interlocutor of the saracens 

35. nevo and Koren, Crossroads to Islam, 236.
36. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 489.
37. Jugie, “st. Jean Damascene,” 701. see also, cameron, “Jean Damascene: ecrits 

sur l’islam,” 368.
38. Kotter iV, 422.
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as other opuscula do.39 however, if abu Qurra is fashioning these dialogues 
after his notes taken from John’s lectures, then he probably would use the 
same format that John used, i.e., the use of the terms “saracen” and “chris-
tian” rather than his own name, which he apparently used in his own later 
dialogues.40 

The real question that still arises in the midst of these criticisms is 
whether John is the author of the Disputation, or whether it is a collection of 
dialogues written by John’s successor, abu Qurra, and credited erroneously 
to John.41 a.t. Khoury at least concedes that even if the Disputation is not 
by John, it still deals with theological issues that occupied arab thought in 
the eighth century.42 andrew louth also does not seem to accept the direct 
authorship of the Disputations by John, though he is open to the original 
document/ideas coming from John. Thus, he concludes that “even though 
the Dispute between a saracen and a christian, in its present form, is un-
likely to be by John, it is appropriate to discuss it here, for it concerns issues 
that were live in the Damascene’s time, issues to which he certainly devoted 
attention.”43

There is a possible way to put all of these views together and show that 
John was the primary person responsible for these ideas which influenced 
apologetic approaches with muslims for centuries to follow. as some have 
argued, the Disputation may not have been directly “written” by John, but 
perhaps he orally communicated the dialogues to some of his disciples and 
successors, such as Theodore abu Qurra, who then recorded and developed 
the arguments.44 

Daniel sahas shows that in lequien’s latin edition there is an addition-
al section almost two columns long that is apparently written by Theodore 
abu Qurra but attributed to John ex ore, or διὰ φωνης, which translates 
«through the voice,» or «orally.»45 Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that 
one of John’s disciples had taken notes of John giving a lecture on these 
matters, and then these were passed down to abu Qurra. This would very 
much be like a student today reconstructing his professor’s arguments from 
the notes taken in class. a further question we could ask is whether the rest 

39. see opusculum 18, pg 94:1596–97.
40. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 101. see especially note 1.
41. ibid., 100.
42. Khoury, Les theologiens byzantius et l’Islam, 71.
43. louth, St. John Damascene, 81.
44. le coz, Jean Damascene, 202. “la controverse entre un musulman et un chré-

tien n’aurait donc pas été composée directement ni révisée par Jean Damascène, et m. 
Jugie pense qu’elle est le résumé de leçons orales.”

45. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 99.
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of the dialogue is due to the same form of transmission, or whether it was 
actually written down by John and later incorporated together with the sec-
tions that were “orally” passed down.

andrew louth gives support for the idea that at least part of the Dis-
putation was taken from oral notes given by John. he indicates that the 
first part of the Disputation, (sarac. 1–4), and the last part (sarac. 11), are 
consistent with a proper disputation (The christian speaks and then the 
saracen replies), but that the middle section (sarac. 5–10) alters the format 
by making the exchange between the christian and the saracen more col-
loquial and didactic (‘if the saracen were to ask you, saying . . . then you 
should’), which would be more consistent with a lecture or a training ses-
sion. This would then support the view that the middle section of the Dispu-
tation (in Kotter’s critical edition) was adapted from notes taken from John’s 
teaching.46 Daniel sahas also concludes that John was involved in the final 
product that has been passed down. “The fact, also, that the Disputatio is 
found among the Opuscula of abu Qurra, a student and an admirer of John 
of Damascus, leaves little doubt that John of Damascus is not unrelated to 
this treatise. even if the text in its present form does not come from his own 
hand, its content is a product of his thought.”47

Bonifatius Kotter also asserts that the central ideas are from John, but 
for different reasons than cited above by sahas. le coz explains that Kot-
ter, in his critical edition, judges that the Disputatio at least puts forth the 
integral ideas that are found elsewhere in his writings, especially in De Hae-
resibus. Thus, if John had not directly written the dialogue, his influence is 
seen throughout.48 actually, showing a consistent flow of thought between 
John’s De Haeresibus and the Disputation between a Saracen and a Christian 
should support the thesis that John was involved in the latter work. sahas, 
for one, confirms that the subject matter discussed in the Disputation is also 
found in the chapter on the “heresy of the ishmaelites” in De Haeresibus, 
which he points out has been attributed to John.49 le coz also says that the 
theological ideas presented in the Disputation between the Saracen and the 
Christian are the same as the theological ideas found in John’s other works. 
This again would at least provide a link between the two works.50

46. louth, St. John Damascene, 77.
47. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 102.
48. le coz, Jean Damascene, 203. “s’il n’est donc pas possible d’affirmer que Jean 

en est le rédacteur définitif, il est cependant légitime de considérer ce texte au moins 
comme un héritage de l’enseignement du Damascène, et, à ce titre, de le retenir comme 
partie intégrante de ses œuvres, ainsi que l’a juge B. Kotter dans son édition critique.”

49. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 101.
50. le coz, Jean Damascene, 202. “enfin, dans ce même chapitre v nous avons pu 
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for example, there are similar phrases used in the “heresy of the ish-
maelites” and the Disputation. in the Heresy, John responds to the saracen 
accusation that christians wrongly associate christ with god. John suggests 
that christians challenge the saracens on their understanding of Jesus as the 
Word and spirit of god, for the saracens accept that “christ is Word and 
spirit of god.”51 he then points out that if christ is the Word and spirit of 
god then the saracens should acknowledge that he must also be “god as 
well”52 since they would otherwise be “mutilators” for tearing god’s Word 
and spirit from him.53 in the Disputation the author points out that if the 
saracen asks the christian: “What do you say that christ is?” then the 
christian should reply that he is the “Word of god.”54 This is so that the 
christian may then pressure the saracen to admit that in their scripture as 
well, christ is called “spirit and Word of god.” Then, just as John did in the 
Heresy, the author of the Disputation corners the saracen by asking him if 
“before god created the spirit and the Word, did he have neither spirit nor 
Word.”55 The intent is the same in both the Heresy and the Disputation: to 
force the saracen to admit that christ must be god if he is truly god’s Word 
and spirit. The reaction of the saracen to this challenge, as represented in 
the Disputation, may be another way to give support to John’s authorship of 
both documents, for the saracen feels such shame at his inability to answer 
the question in his own favor that the author gloats that “he will flee” from 
the christian for lack of an answer.56 This is very similar to John’s treatment 
of the saracen interlocutor in Heresy of the Ishmaelites, for in that docu-
ment, too, the saracen is at a loss to give an appropriate answer. one time 
in the Heresy, John writes that the saracen is “surprised and at a loss”57 as 
to what to say in regard to the christian’s reasoning ability. another time 
John chides them for remaining “silent because of shame”58 in their inability 
to answer questions about their use of witnesses for marriage and routine 
transactions, but failing to demand any witnesses to their leader’s claim of 
receiving their scriptures directly from god while asleep. a third instance 

mettre en évidence que le contenu doctrinal de la Controverse entre un Musulman et un 
Chrétien se trouvait toujours en parfaite conformité avec l’enseignement théologique 
transmis par Jean Damascène dans l’ensemble de son œuvre.”

51. her 70–71. (also, surah 3:45, 5:110).
52. ibid., 73–74. 
53. Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, 14–15.
54. Dis 5.1–2
55. ibid., 5.18.
56. ibid., 5.19.
57. her 36.
58. ibid., 54.
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of this mocking technique is when “they are indeed ashamed”59 for making 
statements about abraham’s sacrifice of isaac that are not reasonable in a 
location such as arabia, where they claim the incident transpired, rather 
than in Jerusalem. from these instances we should be able to see that the 
author of the Disputation, if not John himself, employed some of the same 
literary and apologetic techniques as John.

There is another pattern that may tie these two documents together. 
sahas shows how John would follow a formal presentation of a heretical 
belief with a more informal elaboration of the ideas developed in a dialogue 
form. for example, his short treatise on manichaeans (heresy 66) was fol-
lowed by a longer Dialogus Contra Manichaeos, and the statement of the 
beliefs of the monophysites (Heresy 83) was followed by the work Contra 
Jacobitas, which further developed his ideas.60 Thus, the chapter on Heresy 
of the Ishmaelites may be John’s introduction to the new religion of the sara-
cens and the Disputation may be his elaboration of the main topics previ-
ously addressed, especially in regard to the problem of good and evil and 
the belief that christ is the Word and spirit of god. Kotter also recognizes 
the importance of these particular subjects and the connections that are 
implied, for he states that 

The topics that are mentioned are almost without exception 
controversial points of early islamic theology. The author of 
the dialogues is therefore very well-acquainted with islam, and 
from the contents of our manuscript could be equated with John 
of Damascus, as far as we already know him from Heresy 100.61 

another comparison of texts reveals a theological connection that may 
tie the writer of the Disputation to one of John’s known works. in section 8 
of the Disputation, the christian is explaining to the saracen how the two 
natures of christ could be represented in one person. he uses fairly deep 
theological concepts when he states,

You should know also that christ is said to have two natures 
but one hypostasis. for the pre-eternal Word of god is one, 
even after he assumed the hypostatic body, personally but not 

59. ibid., 87.
60. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 102.
61. Kotter iV, 422. “Die angesprochenen Themen sind fast ausnahmslos Kontro-

verspunkte der frühislamischen Theologie. Der Verfasser des Dialogs ist somit sehr 
wohl mit dem islam vertraut und könnte vom inhalt unserer schrift her gut mit JD 
gleichgesetzt werden, soweit wir ihn schon von h 100 her kennen.”
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physically, for a fourth person has not been added to the Trinity 
after the ineffable union with the flesh.62 (emphasis added) 

This is very similar to John’s exposition in chapter 8 of book 3 in his 
theological masterpiece, Orthodox Faith, which is clearly John’s own work. 
in this section, he is also dealing with the hypostatic union found in the 
two natures of christ. he makes his case for the two natures being united 
without confusion in the perfect god-man, and concludes by stressing that 
though there are two natures in christ, he is still one. he emphasizes this 
point by saying,

Thus, I do not add a fourth person to the Trinity—god forbid!—
but i do confess the person of the Word of god and of his flesh 
to be one. for, even after the incarnation of the Word, the trin-
ity remained trinity.63 (emphasis added) 

it is interesting to note that the main phrases that include a reference 
to a “fourth person” are almost exactly alike. in the Disputation, the greek 
reads, “οὐ γὰρ προσετέθη τῇ Τριάδι τέταρτον πρόσωπον,”64 while John 
writes in his Orthodox Faith, “οὐ γὰρ τέταρτον παρεντίθημι πρόσωπον ἐν 
τῇ Τριάδι.”65 While the verbs may be different, they both refer to the idea 
of “adding” another person to the triune god, which the author in both 
cases refutes. The use of a similar phrase as well as the similarly constructed 
theological explanation may provide another piece of the puzzle with which 
the original forms of the Disputation may be constructed. is there a way for 
all these pieces to fit together? 

conclusIon

since Bonifatius Kotter collected all the manuscripts of the Disputation, as 
well as of the Heresy, and then constructed the authoritative critical text of 
both of these documents, it would be advantageous to use his assessment 
as a means to bring the various ideas presented above to some concluding 
assertions based on the evidence at hand. in his introduction to the critical 

62. Dis 8.8–11.
63. of 3.8, p. 285. although the phrase, “the holy trinity does not add a fourth 

person as an appendage” is found in an edict by emperor Justinian, the time and loca-
tion of the phrase used in the Disputation provide a much stronger link to John of 
Damascus than anyone else. Justinian, Confessio fidei, quoted in grillmeier, Christ in 
Christian Tradition, 487n39.

64. Dis 8.11.
65. of 3.8, p. 285.
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text of the Disputatio Christiani et Saraceni, Kotter states that he does not 
believe that the authorship of the dialogue can be firmly ascertained through 
the manuscript evidence alone. one of the primary reasons for this is that 
there are a number of variants by which the manuscripts have come to us, 
and only one of them indicates an author, a grammatikos sisinnios (twelfth 
century), who is relatively unknown and seems to have added parts of the 
Disputatio to John’s Heresy of the Ishmaelites. in all the other manuscripts, it 
is clear that the Disputatio is separate from Heresy 100, (which is also known 
as the Heresy of the Ishmaelites). a number of the other manuscripts, how-
ever, do add John’s treatise on the ishmaelites as a separate document, as if 
it were an appendix, and even ascribe it to John of Damascus by way of the 
initials “J.D.” still, Kotter does not accept this as evidence that the Disputatio 
itself was written by John, at least in the form that we have, and concludes, 
therefore, that “the way this transmission has come to us does not allow us 
to attribute the Disputation directly to John of Damascus.”66

in the second paragraph of his introduction to the Disputatio, Kot-
ter explains that there are great similarities between the Disputatio and the 
Opuscula of Theodore abu Qurra, which is recorded as a different docu-
ment in migne (94 for the Disputatio and 97 for abu Qurra). Kotter sug-
gests that there are two possibilities for these similarities: both manuscripts 
are from the same source or one comes from the other. he goes on to say 
that the first postulation may be correct, but the manuscript trail does not 
give enough evidence to support that claim. he also doubts that the second 
option is viable because “internal reasons” do not allow for this possibility.67 
he then gives a third possibility, which he dubs a “subordinate position,” 
but in the end seems to make the best sense of the various manuscripts. 
in one of the opuscula of Theodore abu Qurra, the one known as op. 18, 
there is a phrase attached to the name of John of Damascus which opens 
up a viable alternate pathway for the manuscripts. The phrase attached to 
John’s name is διὰ φωνης, which means «through the voice» or «speaking,» 
or even «orally,» indicating that a disciple of John of Damascus could very 
well have written down the basis of the Disputatio while listening to John 
give a lecture or series of “dialogue” applications to illustrate the points of 
his lecture. Thus, the original ideas would have come from John and then 
would have been transmitted through the notes of one of his disciples to 
abu Qurra and then into the final form that we have today. This is not very 
different from what we have with the four gospels which were transmitted 

66. Kotter iV, 420. “Von der Überlieferung her berechtigt also nichts, die Disputatio 
dem JD zuzuschreiben.”

67. some of these differences were illustrated in the diagram.
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through the words of Jesus’ disciples through secondary scribes, such as 
“peter’s gospel” transmitted through mark. Kotter therefore concludes that 
“if one wants to take this subordinate position, even though it is not specifi-
cally confirmed, it is quite possible that the author of our Disputatio could 
be John of Damascus.”68

in conclusion, according to Kotter, sahas, louth, le coz, and others, 
the evidence suggests that it is at least possible to say that John is responsible 
for the ideas and the format of the Disputation, and someone else, perhaps 
Theodore abu Qurra, is responsible for the final transmission. however, 
in comparing abu Qurra’s text with that of galland’s and lequien’s, we can 
conclude that there were also written dialogues utilized by abu Qurra which 
likely came from the hand of John himself. in fact, sections 1–4 and 11 may 
be from the written dialogues of John, which sahas says are preserved in 
galland’s greek text, and sections 5–10 may be from John’s oral arguments 
that were passed on down to abu Qurra through John’s disciples. Therefore, 
it seems warranted to say that the final form of the Disputation that we have 
today was derived from actual written dialogues of John of Damascus as 
well as orally transmitted dialogues that were collected into a “composite” 
text. it is likely that this composite was later transmitted through two differ-
ent versions, form a and form B, as well as an independent version that 
was edited by his successor Theodore abu Qurra. 

The chart below has been constructed in order to better explain a pos-
sible transmission of the documents that not only represents the content of 
the various editions, but also supports the feasibility of a direct line back to 
John’s authorship of these dialogues. 

68. Kotter iV, 421. “διὰ φωνης geschrieben ist, also nach einem lehrvortrag des JD. 
Will man dieses abhängigkeitsverhältnis, zwar nicht ausdrücklich bestätigt, auch auf 
die für die Disputatio einschlägigen abhandlungen ausdehnen, wäre JD alsautor für 
unser streitgespräch sehr wohl möglich.”
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in all, there are twelve sections that have come down to us. it is pos-
sible that there were even more sections, but these are the only ones that 
are represented in the documents that we have on hand. sections 1–4 and 
11 are written in a formal dialogical style, with a christian alternating with 
a saracen, and the christian usually answering the question raised by the 
saracen (who is sometimes referred to as a “barbarian” or a “hagarene” in 
abu Qurra’s rendition). This style is retained in both form a and form 
B.69 sections 5–10 all have a “lecture” style which begins with a subjunctive 

69. remember that abu Qurra only uses a dialogical style for his edition, even 
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“if ” statement and concludes with a “then” statement that seeks to answer 
the question. section 12 refers to abu Qurra’s short dialogue, known as 
opusculum 18, which elaborates on the brief discussion in section eleven 
regarding who is greater, the baptizer or the baptized. This discussion is 
not found in either form a or form B, so if there is a composite text that 
led to both of these strains then it would not have had this section. lequien 
includes this segment after the discussion concerning the baptizer and the 
baptized, which is the same ending found in galland’s text (minus section 
12 from abu Qurra). lequien may have added abu Qurra’s Op. 18 since he 
was already including some material from abu Qurra’s text (pg 97), which 
includes opuscula 35, 36, 37 and 38, but not Op. 18 (pg 94). lequien ap-
parently had access to Op. 18 and realized that it fit well with the previous 
material, especially as an elaboration on the point made in section 11, and 
therefore included it. The real significance of Op. 18 is that it uses the phrase 
“διὰ φωνης,” which implies that abu Qurra received the information orally 
from John. or, since abu Qurra arrived at mar saba monastery after John’s 
death, he may be referring to notes taken of John’s lectures by other priests 
at the monastery.

The reason that abu Qurra could not be the editor of a possible com-
posite of John’s written dialogues and the notes from his oral lectures (at 
least for what has become form a and form B) is that abu Qurra’s opuscula 
is transmitted completely as a dialogue without any “if . . . then” statements, 
which are found in both galland’s and lequien’s editions. if abu Qurra were 
the original compiler, then only dialogue would be represented in the later 
manuscripts, since it would be less likely that later editors would take the 
dialogue format and change some of it into an “if . . . then” format. also, as 
we look at the possible composite, which i believe includes both John’s writ-
ten dialogues represented in sections 1–4 and 11 and “lecture notes” from 
his students, we can ascertain that galland has all 11 sections represented. 
he even has the dialogue section in the beginning (sections 1–4, 11) and the 
“if . . . then” format (sections 5–10) in the latter portion, which Kotter has 
determined to be the most likely arrangement. lequien represents the same 
two formats with the same sections, but he puts the material in a different 
order and does not have sections 2 and 4. he also adds abu Qurra’s Op. 18 
to the end of his edition, even though it is not found in the earlier versions 
of form a or form B.

another indication that abu Qurra was probably not the compiler 
of the composite (for a and B) is that his text lacks section 7 and 8. if he 

when representing sections 5,6,9 and 10 which are in the “if . . . then” style in the other 
editions of galland (form a) and lequien (form B). 
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constructed the composite from the material he found in the monastery, 
then it would be less likely that he would leave two sections out of his own 
dialogue and then add them to a composite. it is more likely that he received 
his information independently of the composite, and since he lived so close 
to the time of John’s writing, it is very possible that he received his sources 
directly from John’s work at the monastery—his written dialogues, as well 
as the notes from lectures that John gave to his students. Opusculum 18 
may have come from some of the material that he would have had access 
to at the monastery that others living at a later time would not. in the same 
way, the two main transmissions of the Disputation that have come down 
to us, which we have referred to as form a and form B, may have come 
from a composite, or several composites, made up from John’s actual writ-
ten dialogues as well as lecture material that he gave to his disciples. if this 
is an accurate assessment, then we can place these dialogues back to the 
fourth decade of the eighth century, which not only means that they could 
have come directly from the hand and the mind of John of Damascus, but 
it gives us a more accurate description of what the theological arguments 
between the christians and the saracens consisted of in the middle of the 
eighth century.

This assessment is further supported by the analysis of the Disputation, 
for the topics discussed were the same topics that were being explored by 
the saracens in the mid-eighth century. it is to this analysis that we will now 
turn.
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8

Analysis of the Disputation between a 
Christian and a Saracen

IntroductIon

if the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen were indeed written 
by John of Damascus in the first half of the eighth century from the vantage 
point of a christian in the service of the highest governmental leaders in 
the umayyad empire, then the analysis of his writings should provide a 
knowledgeable contemporary account of events and beliefs. in fact, if these 
dialogues were written by John of Damascus, then we should expect that 
he, as a major theologian of the time, would know the background of the 
theological controversies that were taking place. moreover, it is likely that 
he discussed first-hand these theological issues with muslims of the mid-
eighth century. if he were the author of the Orthodox Faith, which most 
scholars attest to, then he would be more than capable of understanding the 
intricacies of christian doctrine and explaining these issues to his fellow 
christians through popular level dialogues. in addition, similar arguments 
found in the Disputation and John’s Orthodox Faith may provide evidence 
that one author wrote both works.1 hopefully, then, once the Disputation 
between a Christian and a Saracen is analyzed, John’s authorship should 

1. similar arguments may also point to a teacher authoring one work and his stu-
dent authoring the other, or neither being written in original form by John but both 
being written by later students.
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be further substantiated and his insight into early islam should provide a 
meaningful contribution to the knowledge of that time.

analysIs of the content

le coz divides the content of the Disputation between a Christian and a 
Saracen into two main themes: The first division revolves around man’s 
free will in relationship to god’s absolute power (K 1–4, 10). The second 
deals with various aspects of christology (K 5–9, 11).2 These divisions will 
be adapted in this chapter, and, in addition, each division will be placed 
within Kotter’s arrangement of eleven sections and the pertinent translation 
from the greek will be presented for analysis. comparisons between John 
of Damascus’ Orthodox Faith, as well as contemporary islamic theology, will 
be made with his dialogues in order to determine similar themes and pos-
sible connections. The speaker tags are in bold print in order to make their 
identification easier.

Section 1a: The omnipotence of God and the cause of evil3 (Kotter 
1)4

When the christian was asked by the Saracen, “Who do you say 
is the cause of good as well as of evil?” 

The Christian: “We say that god alone is the author of all that is 
good, but not of evil.”

The Saracen asked in response: “Who do you say is the cause of 
evil?”

The Christian: “obviously the devil, who has perverted the truth 
by choice, and we humans.”

Saracen: “Because of what?”

Christian: “Because of our own free will.”5 

2. le coz, Jean Damascene, 135.
3. The titles used in this analysis are gleaned from sahas and le coz, with some of 

the author’s own additions and clarifications. 
4. Kotter iV, 427–38.
5. Dis 1.1–6 (section 1, lines 1–6). The translation from Kotter’s critical greek text 

is by the author. The complete selected translation is found in the appendix. The eng-
lish translation for John of Damascus’s Orthodox Faith (of) is from chase, St. John of 
Damascus.
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When the saracen asks the christian what causes good and evil, the 
christian answers that it is the Devil and man following the negative aspects 
of free will. le coz writes that the response of the christian in the dialogue 
is exactly what Byzantine christians would say in regard to the dilemma 
the saracens faced when they tried to reconcile god’s absolute power with 
the free will of man.6 for example, John wrote in his Orthodox Faith that 
“god is not the author of evil.”7 indeed, John goes on to say that sin “is an 
invention of the free will of the Devil,” and though the Devil was made good 
he became evil because he freely chose to follow what was evil instead of 
what was good.8 These statements by John coincide with the response of the 
christian in the dialogue, who agrees that evil comes from the Devil as well 
as from fallen humans.

in the Disputation, it has also been noted that John’s confession of 
a single god could have been a refutation of the dualistic beliefs of the 
manichaeans,9 who shared some beliefs with the muslims, especially the 
denial of the death of Jesus christ.10 The manichaeans were dualists who did 
not believe in an omnipotent power of good, but rather that there were two 
realms which were in constant battle with one another, the realm of light and 
the realm of darkness.11 This battle played itself out in the drama of human 
nature, with the realm of light manifested in all that was good in the soul, 
and the body manifesting the realm of darkness. le coz notes that there was 
a revival in manichaeism during the time of John.12 Therefore, due to the 
manichaean view of dualism and the presence of similar manichaean ideas 
in early islam, John may have realized the danger to orthodox christianity 
in regard to the saracen view on the origin of evil. andrew louth supports 
this assessment when he recalls that the doctrine of providence, which is a 
significant concern in John’s Dialogue against the Manichees, is also one of 
the principal concerns in the “intellectual climate of early islam,” of which, 
louth says, “John seems to have been thoroughly aware.”13

6. le coz, Jean Damascene, 136. 
7. of 4.19–23, esp. p. 384.
8. of, p. 387.
9.  Thomas, Syrian Christians Under Islam, 37.
10. Daniel, Islam and the West, 210.
11. chase, St. John of Damascus, 127.
12. le coz, Jean Damascene, 136.
13. louth, St. John Damascene, 82.
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in John’s treatises against the manichaeans, the Disputation with a 
Manichaean14 and Dialogue against the Manichaeans,15 he discusses in dia-
logue form the nature of god, the problem of evil and the reconciliation of 
god’s foreknowledge with man’s free will.16 These are the same issues that 
he brought up with the saracen in the first half of the Disputation between 
a Christian and a Saracen. The christian in the Disputation is emphasizing 
to the saracen that god gave men the ability to choose between good and 
evil. however, the choice is limited to the areas of morality and of faith. 
The christian points out that while god is the source of all that is good, 
he cannot be blamed for that which is evil, for evil comes when men reject 
the morality of god and turn away from god in unbelief. The Kharijites 
in early islam proposed that it was necessary that god was responsible for 
both good and evil, for otherwise man would have the power to counter 
god’s will, and this was interpreted as limiting god’s power. This qadr, or 
power, is addressed in the next section.

Section 1b: Man’s Power (Kotter 1)

Saracen: “What then? Do you have free will to do anything you 
wish?”

Christian: “god has created me free in regard to only two things.”

Saracen: “What are they?”

Christian: “Doing what is evil and doing what is good. accord-
ingly, if i do wrong, the law of god punishes me, but if i do what 
is good, i do not fear the law. instead, i am rewarded by god and 
by his mercy. in the same way, before the first man, the devil had 
been created with his own free will by god, but he sinned, and 
god expelled him from his proper state.”17 

here the saracen asks the christian if he has power, or free will 
(αὐτεζούσιος),18 to do whatever he wishes.19 The christian replies that he 

14. pg 96:1319–36; Kotter iV, 19–67.
15. pg 94:1505–84. Kotter iV, 351–98.
16. chase, St. John of Damascus, xix.
17. Dis 1.7–15.
18. it seems that αὐτεζούσιος has more the sense of “power” in the new testament, 

but in patristic greek it has more of the sense of “free will.” see lampe, 266.
19 sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 105. sahas says that this term may have been 

borrowed from John by the Qadarites, though their emphasis was more on a counter 
to the absolute predestination of god espoused by the Jabarites, rather than on John’s 
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has free will to do two things, either power to do good, and please god, or 
power to do evil and be rejected by god. here the christian seems to be 
relating power to free will. The Qadarites of that time believed, like John, 
that man was responsible for his own evil, unlike the Jabarites who believed 
that since god is all powerful he must also be the author of evil.20 

one of the main questions disputed in the early eighth century dealt 
with the authority of the caliph. The Qadarites believed the caliph should be 
held responsible for his actions, and the Jabarites taught that the authority of 
the caliph was simply an expression of the will of god. The caliphs favored 
the Jabarite position since it supported their actions, and they persecuted 
the Qadarite leaders, especially ma’bad al-Juhani (d. 699) and, later, gaylan 
of Damascus (d. 743), who were both killed for their opposition.21 During 
the reign of Yazid iii (744), however, the doctrine of free will for humans 
became the official policy.22 This decision may have been heavily influenced, 
though, by the fact that his predecessor, Walid ii (743–44), was assassinated 
by a Qadarite. if this action had been god’s will rather than the free will of 
the assassin, then it would mean that the caliph had been murdered at god’s 
command. it was more politically convenient to believe that the assassin 
acted on his own volition. 

le coz wonders whether John of Damascus, as well as other christians 
living at the time, may have had influence in regard to this major change in 
policy. Though some, like Van ess, believe that the debate concerning pre-
destination and free will, and its outcome, was solely based on the Qur’an,23 
m.s. seale and others confirm the influence of christians on the debate.24 
in fact, le coz notes that al-Juhani, the founder of the Qadarite move-
ment, had once been a disciple of an iraqi christian, and gaylan had been a 
christian convert to islam. indeed, le coz suggests that the christian influ-
ence on the discussion of qadr (power) may have even brought about the 
development of the science of Kalam in islam, which influenced theological 
discussions for the next two centuries.25

emphasis on the involvement of the deliberation of man in the act. This may demon-
strate John’s influence on the theology developing at that time.

20. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 105–6. see also fakhry, A Short Introduction 
To Islamic Philosophy, 15–16.

21. fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, 2.
22. le coz, Jean Damascene,142.
23. Van ess, “Kadariyya,” 368–72.
24. seale, Muslim Theology, 27–29. 
25. le coz, Jean Damascene,143. 
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Section 1c: Justice of God (Kotter 1)

Christian: “if, as you say, good and evil come from god, then 
god is unfair; but he is not. indeed, if god had commanded the 
adulterer to fornicate, the thief to steal and the murderer to kill, 
as you say, then these men deserve honor for their obedience to 
his will.”26 

The saracen, according to the christian, wants to say that both good 
and evil are from god. The christian argues that if evil, such as fornication, 
theft and murder, is by the will of god, then these actions should be praised 
rather than condemned. however, since the law of the saracens condemns 
these acts, they do not believe that evil is from god, for otherwise they 
should not be condemned for the acts about which they had no choice. 
many saracens, such as the Jabarites, apparently believed that god had to 
be in control of everything, even of evil, otherwise he would not be all-
powerful. John uses his argument to reveal a god who does not command 
his followers to do evil, but rather encourages them, through their own free 
will, to act in a praiseworthy manner.

We see this critique carried out further in an examination of god’s 
justice involving the Qadarite opposition to the Jabarites, who argued that 
“god is the cause of everything, both good and evil.”27 The Qadarites, on 
the other hand, tried to explain that man possessed power, or qadr, over 
his own actions and therefore man, rather than god, was responsible for 
evil in the world. in contra-distinction, John teaches that while god’s direct 
creative role is over, he still works his will through the lives of his followers 
and through the laws he set up in nature. This would allow for a belief in 
an omnipotent god (Jabarite emphasis) who also established true free will 
(Qadarite emphasis) for his followers. for example, in De Fide Orthodoxa 
John writes that “all things which god makes he makes good, but each one 
becomes good or evil by his own choice.”28 in regard to god’s goodness and 
justice John states that he is not only “good” and “just,”29 but that he is the 
“source of goodness and justice,”30 and because of his justice he took on 
flesh and became man and died in our place to fulfill the justice required by 
god for our transgressions.31 on the other hand, while the Qur’an refers to 

26. Dis 1.20–24. 
27. louth, St. John Damascene, 82. 
28. of 4.21, p. 387.
29. ibid., 1.2, p. 167.
30 ibid., 1.8, p. 176.
31. ibid., 3.1, pp. 268–69.
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allah as Al-‘Adil, or “the just god,” John argues that the saracen god could 
not be very just if he pre-determines all actions of people, both good and 
evil, and then punishes people eternally for their transgressions. This was 
the core inconsistency of the Jabarite position that the Qadarites, and later 
the mu’tazilites, tried to resolve.

in the dialogue, the saracen is concerned with emphasizing the om-
nipotence of god and the christian with emphasizing the justice of god. 
This latter position was taken up by the mu’tazilites, who stressed the justice 
of god, and denied that he was responsible for evil. evidence suggests that 
the mu’tazilites further developed the earlier Qadarite concept of free will 
through the influence of greek thought and christian doctrine, as well as 
internal theological struggles.32 in time the mu’tazilites developed a posi-
tion that sought to preserve god’s justice and unity in a way that would hold 
the individual person responsible for his own actions, but yet reserve the 
final judgment for an omnipotent god. it is noteworthy that sahas remarks 
that since John, or the author of the Disputation, is cognizant of the contro-
versies present in mid-eighth-century islamic theology, and addresses them 
as present controversies, he must have been “contemporary to the pioneers 
of the mu’tazilite movement.”33

Section 1d: “Creation” and/or “Generation,” (Kotter 1)

and the Saracen: “Who,” he says, “forms the infants in the 
wombs of the women?” (The saracens present this difficult ob-
jection because they want to prove that god is the cause of evil. 
for if i reply by saying, “god forms the infants in the wombs of 
the women,” the saracen will say, “Behold, god is cooperating 
with the fornicator and the adulterer.”)

The Christian responds to this: “We find nowhere in scripture 
where it says that god formed or created anything after the first 
week of the creation of the world . . . for god created the heav-
ens and the earth and the universe in six days, and the seventh 
day he rested from all the work he had started doing, as the 
scriptures witness to me.”34 

The saracen tries to trip up the christian by asking who forms the 
infant in the womb; for if god creates the human fetus in the womb of a 

32. fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, 1–5.
33. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 107.
34. Dis 1.28–35; 1.61–63.



Analysis of the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen 147

woman who has become pregnant due to infidelity, then god is complicit 
in the sin. The christian, however, responds by explaining that god set the 
natural world in motion through creation, and from that point it is the re-
sponsibility of man to live righteously so that the offspring of a man and a 
woman, born by natural means, can be a blessing rather than a curse. 

The central question that is really being asked here by the saracen is 
“Where does man come from?” it is very much related to the issue of god’s 
sovereignty because it not only deals with the capacity of free will in man, 
but it also defines the extent of god’s participation in the formation of each 
human born, from adam and eve to the present age. The saracen view was 
that god is involved in every phase in the process of man’s origin, starting 
from the “drop of fluid” created by god,35 through the formation of the 
“clot” or the embryo, which is fashioned by god,36 to the final formation of 
the male or female infant.37 it was very important for the early muslims to 
demonstrate that god was sovereign over every aspect of a person’s life, from 
conception to death, for otherwise god’s sovereignty would be jeopardized. 

le coz states that John understands perfectly the teaching in the 
Qur’an on this subject, and claims that it is contrary to the Bible, for not 
only does he emphasize that god finished his creative acts on the 7th day, 
but he also illustrates this point by referring to the genealogies in genesis 
which mention that the sons are born from their fathers and not from god.38 
in other words, John differentiates between “creation” and “generation” and 
claims that while creation is god’s role, procreation is the role of man and 
part of the natural process.39 

again, this supports a view of the Disputation as contemporaneous 
with the development of the muslim theology of free will, for the author of 
this dialogue understood the debate between the Qadarites and mu’tazilites, 
(who would tend to agree with John on this issue), and the Jabarites and the 
traditionalists, (who would argue that god must be in control of all phases 
of life or else he could not be a sovereign god).40 

35. Q. 23:13, 14
36. Q. 22:5
37. Q. 23:13, 14
38. le coz, Jean Damascene,150. see also Dis 1.70.
39. see also of 2.30, pp. 264–65, where John states, “now, the first forming is called 

‘creation,’ not ‘begetting.’ creation is the first forming by god, whereas begetting is the 
succession of one from another made necessary by the sentence of death resulting from 
the fall.”

40. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 104–5.
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Section 1e: God’s Foreknowledge of Man’s Destiny (Kotter 1)

and the Saracen: “how is it that god said to Jeremiah, ‘Before 
i formed you in the womb i knew you, and while in the womb 
i sanctified you?’”

The Christian: “since adam onwards, god gave to every man 
the power to engender life in the womb. for adam, having the 
power to engender life in the womb became the father of seth, 
and seth of enosh, and every man engenders sons who in turn 
engender sons until this present time.”41 

in this exchange, The saracen brings up the issue of Jeremiah, who 
proclaimed that god “formed [him] in the womb.”42 The intent is to im-
ply that the christian scriptures also reveal that god predestines human 
actions, even from the womb. John acknowledges that god foreknows the 
birth of every man, but he denies that god necessarily predestines all things 
since god honors the freedom of action and will in man. 

in book 2, chapter 30 of De Fide Orthodoxa, John notes that god’s 
foreknowledge is not the same as his predetermined will, for while “god 
foreknows all things he does not necessarily predestine them all.” John goes 
on to say, 

Thus, he foreknows the things that depend upon us, but he 
does not predestine them—because neither does he will evil to 
be done nor does he force virtue. and so, predestination is the 
result of the divine command made with foreknowledge. Those 
things which do not depend upon us, however, he predestines 
in accordance with his foreknowledge. for, through his fore-
knowledge, he has already decided all things beforehand in 
accordance with his goodness and justice.43 

using a similar argument as the christian in the Disputation, John 
denies that god’s foreknowledge is equivalent to his predestination simply 
because he has foreknowledge of the outcome, for god does not “force vir-
tue” nor does he “will evil to be done.” in other words, god may know the 
outcome of every situation, but because he also honors the free agency of 
humans, he will not interfere in order to predetermine a person’s action or a 
choice even if it is contrary to his divine will. god’s will is fulfilled in spite of 
man’s freedom to choose contrary to that will, because god’s foreknowledge 

41. Dis 1.64–70.
42. Jer 1:5
43. of 2.30, pp. 263–64.
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operates in “accordance with his goodness and justice.” as Daniel sahas 
frames it, though John “stressed the fact that god foreknows all things, he 
denied that he predestines all things. predestination has to do only with 
those things which are not dependent upon man’s power, and not with those 
which depend upon him.”44 This view demonstrated by John, as well as the 
christian in the Disputation, allows for the sovereignty of god to work in 
such a way that god’s will is always fulfilled, and yet man is able to exercise 
his own free will in such a way that he also retains his dignity as one who 
is made in the image of god. such a concept, however, made little sense 
within a saracen framework.

Section 1f: Baptism and the Will of God (Kotter 2)

and the opponent: “But was there baptism before christ, for 
Jeremiah was born before christ?”

The Christian: “There was, according to the testimony of the 
holy apostle, some who were baptized in the cloud and others 
in the sea. and the lord said in the gospels, ‘he who is not born 
of the water and the spirit will not enter the kingdom of heaven.’ 
Therefore, abraham, isaac, Jacob, and all the other saints who 
preceded christ and have entered the kingdom of heaven have 
been baptized before, since, according to the testimony of 
christ, if they had not been baptized, they would not have been 
saved . . . Therefore, we proclaim that all who were and are saved 
through baptism, were or are saved by the grace of god.”45 

in one sense, it is strange for the saracen to bring up Jeremiah in his 
questions since that particular prophet is not mentioned in the Qur’an. 
however, this may be a segment where John is fabricating the dialogue in 
order to teach christians a deeper understanding of their faith in contrast 
to the saracen beliefs. for example, in the previous section the christian 
refers to John 1:12–13 to emphasize that a person is saved not by their own 
will or effort, but by the power of god. This affirms the sovereignty of god, 
but it also upholds the free will of man, for the verse begins with the words 
“to all those who received him,” which implies a choice on the part of man. 

in De Fide Orthodoxa,46 John elaborates on what we find here in the 
Disputation. first of all, he assures christians that there is “one baptism 

44. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 111.
45. Dis 2.1–12.
46. of 4. 9, p. 343.
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unto remission of sins and life everlasting. for baptism shows the death of 
the lord.”47 he also alludes to John 3:5 in both De Fide Orthodoxa and the 
Disputation, which states that unless the christian is “born of water and the 
spirit, he will not enter the kingdom of god.”48 This seems to emphasize both 
man’s part in salvation (“born of water”—the act of baptism), and god’s part 
(by the spirit). again, this would counter the saracen understanding of the 
place of man and god in salvation. indeed, without an understanding of the 
grace of god, it would be difficult, if not impossible, for saracens to fathom 
the meaning of salvation.

one of the more obscure phrases used in the Disputation actually an-
swers the question posed by the saracen. in i corinthians 10:2, the apostle 
paul writes that the people of israel were all “baptized into moses in the 
cloud and in the sea.” This referred to the israelites being united under mo-
ses’ leadership in the exodus just as christians are united in their baptism 
into christ. in De Fide Orthodoxa, John writes that the “cloud is a symbol of 
the spirit, while the sea is a symbol of the water.”49 Besides providing anoth-
er correlation between the author of the Disputation and the author of De 
Fide Orthodoxa, this reference, as well as the other references used, seems 
to be illustrating the idea that baptism is a spiritual event that mysteriously 
brings together the sovereign will of god with the free will of man. in other 
words, it is through baptism that the foreknowledge of god is realized in the 
free agency of men.

Section 1g: God’s Providential and Permissive Will (Kotter 3 and 
4)

The Saracen: “in your opinion, is the one who does the will of 
his god good or evil?”

The Christian, sensing a trap, said: “i know what you are getting 
at.”

The Saracen: “explain it to me.”

The Christian: “You want to ask me: ‘Did christ suffer willingly 
or unwillingly?’ so that if i say to you, ‘he suffered willingly,’ 
then you will say to me, ‘go and bow down before the Jews, for 
they have done the will of your god.’”

47. rom 6:3
48. of 4.9, p. 345.
49. ibid., 4.9, p. 346.
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The Saracen admits, “That is what i wanted to tell you. if you can 
answer me, do it.”

The Christian: “What you call ‘will,’ i call ‘tolerance’ and 
‘patience.’”

The Saracen: “how can you demonstrate that?”50 

This is where John seems to persuade the saracen that it is because of 
god’s tolerance and patience that he allows man to sin, rather than man sin-
ning because god wills it. The saracen says that man is bound to do the will 
of god. The christian, however, in explaining his view, draws a distinction 
between god’s “will” and his “tolerance,” or perhaps better, his “permissive 
will.” John establishes a distinction between what god wants and what he 
allows. he wants what is good, but he allows evil. John even makes the point 
in De Fide Orthodoxa that sometimes god uses evil in order to bring about 
“conversion and salvation,” which is a greater good, but he refutes the idea 
that god is the “author of evil.”51 sahas adds that “for John of Damascus, 
god wills only the good deeds while he tolerates the evil ones because of 
man’s freedom of will and his own power.”52 

in this section of the dialogue the saracen ends up agreeing with the 
christian that god does not want man to “steal or commit adultery” be-
cause it is against his will; yet he also agrees that god will allow these evil 
acts to occur because of his “forbearance” or “patience,” and because he 
respects man’s free will. This view may suggest that the saracen portrayed 
here followed the Qadarite position since the Qadarites were the ones who 
promoted a belief in the free will of man. it may also represent John’s success 
in convincing some of the saracens that reason dictated that man’s free will 
within god’s sovereignty was not only possible but desirable. on the other 
hand, the Jabarites held the extreme view of predestination that taught that 
all of man’s actions, both good and evil, were under the compulsion of god. 
in the end, their position was the one that most muslims accepted, and the 
one that became foundational to sunni doctrine. We now move into the 
second major controversy between christians and saracens, the concept of 
the Word of god.

50. Dis 3.1–9.
51. of 4.19, p. 384.
52. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 112.
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Section 2a: Christ and the Word of God (Kotter 5)

if you will be asked by a Saracen, “What53 do you say the christ 
is?” say to him, “Word of god.” and do not suppose that you 
commit a sin, because in the scripture he is called Word and 
wisdom and arm and power of god and many other similar 
things, for he has many names. and you also return the ques-
tion to him and ask “What is christ called in your scripture?” 
if he tries to avoid this question and wants to question you on 
another subject, do not answer him before he has answered your 
question. He will be compelled to answer you, “in my scripture 
christ is called spirit and Word of god.” and then ask him 
again, “according to your scripture, are the spirit of god and 
the Word said to be uncreated or created?” if he says they are 
uncreated, tell him: “Behold, you agree with me, for that which 
is not created by someone must be god who creates!” if he is 
actually bold enough to say that they are created, say to him, 
“and who created the spirit and the Word of god?” and if, out 
of perplexity, he tells you that god created them, say to him: “a 
little before you were saying that they are uncreated, and just 
now you are saying that god created them. Well, if i told you the 
same thing, you would have said to me, ‘You have destroyed your 
testimony, and whatever you say from now on, i will not believe 
you.’ nevertheless, i will ask you this, ‘Before god created the 
spirit and the Word did he have neither spirit nor Word?’” and 
he will flee from you, having nothing to say in answer to you. 
for those who say such things among the saracens are regarded 
as heretics and are rejected and detested by other saracens. and 
if you want to denounce him to other saracens he will be very 
much afraid of you.54 

in this section, the author of the Disputation changes from the for-
mal dialogue style and chooses a more conversational style, beginning with 
a subjunctive clause, “if you will be asked by a saracen,” rather than his 
preceding use of the dialogue tags, Saracen: and Christian:. as stated ear-
lier, this construction may indicate that the original greek manuscript for 
this section was a record of John’s lecture given to his disciples and then 
incorporated into later collections. in this presentation, using a didactic les-
son format, John seeks to present possible scenarios to christians so that 

53. ibid., 113n1.sahas notes that the use of the interrogative pronoun in the neutral 
gender, instead of the masculine “whom” do you say, indicates that the focus is on the 
nature of christ as the “Word of god” rather than the person of christ.

54. Dis 5.1–22.
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they would be better able to answer their interlocutors. The author has the 
saracen begin with the most important question in christianity, “What do 
you say that christ is?” one would think peter’s answer would still be the 
best one: “You are the christ, the son of the living god (matthew 16:16).” 
however, as sahas points out, the form of the interrogative pronoun trans-
lates better as “what” rather than “who,” which indicates that the focus of 
the conversation is on the nature of christ rather than the person of christ.55 
Therefore, John advocates that the christian reply to the saracen that christ 
is the “Word of god.” This is because, when pressed, John says the saracen 
will admit that in the saracen’s scripture, christ is called “spirit and Word of 
god.”56 for the christian, however, the “Word of god” refers to christ, the 
eternal λόγος, while, for the saracen, the “Word of god” usually refers to 
the Qur’an, which muslims believe to contain the perfect message of god. 
perhaps this is why John illustrates the perplexity that a saracen may have 
when asked whether the Word is created or uncreated. for the orthodox 
saracen believer at that time the proper answer would be “uncreated,” be-
cause they believed that the Qur’an was eternal. however, in the dialogue, 
the christian is demonstrating to the saracen that even their scriptures af-
firm that christ is the Word of god. Therefore, if christ is the Word of god, 
and the Word of god is uncreated, then christ must also be uncreated; and 
not only that, but if he is uncreated then he must also be god because only 
god is the uncreated one.57 The saracen is trapped! Therefore, when the 
saracen changes his answer and says that the Word of god is created, per-
haps having in mind christ as the Word of god rather than the Qur’an, the 
christian springs the second “trap” and points out that if god created the 
spirit and the Word, then how could he have had his spirit and Word before 
they were created? not only is the saracen perplexed, caught between the 
Word referring to christ on the one hand and the Qur’an on the other, but 
he also realizes that his answers are contradictory and therefore he “flees” 
from the christian. The author then remarks that this saracen must be a 
heretic because he admitted that the Word was “created,” which in the time 
of John was the persecuted view.58 This is the same argument that John uses 

55. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 113n1.
56. Q. 4:169, 171.
57. of 3.8, p. 169. John writes in Orthodox Faith that “consequently, things which 

are changeable must definitely be created. created beings have certainly been created 
by something. But the creator must be uncreated, for, if he has been created, then he has 
certainly been created by someone else—and so on until we arrive at something which 
has not been created. Therefore, the creator is an uncreated and entirely unchangeable 
being. and what else would that be but god?”

58. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 114. sahas is probably referring to the 
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in the Heresy of the Ishmaelites, where he concludes that if god does not 
always have his Word and spirit then he has been “mutilated,” and therefore 
unworthy of being god.59 in the Heresy, when the saracen heretic hears 
this logical pronouncement, he apparently understands the errors of his 
logic and flees the scene, much like the saracen in the Disputation between 
a Christian and a Saracen.

it is likely that John had actual conversations with saracens in regard 
to the nature of the Word, and therefore was familiar with their arguments 
in determining the distinction between the Word referring to christ or the 
Qur’an. The confusion may very well have centered on the concept of the 
λόγος, or the “Word” of god. The concept of the Word is central to christi-
anity and it was central in John’s teaching. in De Fide Orthodoxa, he writes 
that “god is not without a Word,” and “there never was a time when god the 
Word was not.”60 he also testifies that “the son of god was not brought from 
nothing into being,” but “he was always with the father, being begotten of 
him eternally and without beginning.”61 

The concept of the logos, or Word, developed from the early greek 
philosophers, such as plato, aristotle and Zeno (the founder of stoicism), 
who identified the logos as god and creator or, alternatively, as the es-
sence of man’s soul.62 The stoics described the logos as “god, nature, or 
the soul of the universe” who, as the active principle, “permeates reality as 
mind or consciousness pervades the body.”63 philo, a first-century Jewish 
philosopher, was enamored with plato, and understood the logos as an 
intermediary between god and the universe with the double role of both 
“god’s agent in creation,” and the “means by which the mind apprehends 
god.”64 later the early christian apologists blended some of these con-
cepts together and sifted them through the Bible where Jesus was called 
the “Word of god” who was in the beginning with god and “was god” 
himself. The Word, as Jesus christ, also came down from heaven, “became 
flesh,” and “dwelt among” men (John 1:1, 1:14). The synthesis of these early 
christians promoted the idea that “as pre-existent, christ was the father’s 
thought or mind, and that, as manifested in creation and revelation, he was 

Jahmites and the mu’tazilites.
59. her 76–77.
60. of 1.6, p. 174.
61. of 1.8, p. 178.
62.  Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 18–20.
63. ibid., 18.
64. ibid., 10.
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its extrapolation or expression.”65 By the eighth century this foundational 
doctrine for christianity was well established throughout christendom. in 
the development of early islamic theology it was evident that Jesus christ 
as the Word of god could not be reconciled with the belief that the Qur’an 
was the Word of god, but it is likely that the saracen view was primarily 
a reaction to the primacy of the deity of christ inherent in the concept of 
Jesus as the “Word of god.” it is very possible, then, that John of Damascus’ 
role in this debate was significant. in fact, sahas writes that “it is generally 
held that the doctrine of the logos—a long debated issue in the christian 
church—played a formative role in the doctrine of the Qur’an.”66

sahas argues that the greek text has erroneously copied the word 
“uncreated” instead of “created,” for he cannot make sense of the use of “un-
created” in this context.67 however, in Kotter’s critical text, which includes 
several additional lines that sahas’ text does not contain, it is clear that John 
was referring first to the orthodox position (with reference to “uncreated”), 
and then, secondly, to the heretical position (with reference to “created”). 
The point was still to show that the only logical understanding of the Word 
of god was in the uncreated sense, which would mean that Jesus christ, as 
the logos and the only Word of god, must be god himself.

This dialogue shows that John was aware of some of the internal theo-
logical struggles taking place among the saracens.68 in the dialogue, when 
the christian asks the saracen his second question, “according to your scrip-
ture, are the spirit of god and the Word said to be uncreated or created,”69 
he is probably referring to the Jahmite and mu’tazilite controversies of the 
early eighth century.70 The orthodox view of that time was that the Qur’an 
was uncreated, but the mu’tazilites realized that a belief in the Qur’an as the 
“uncreated speech of god” could pose a problem in regard to the unity of 
god, which was known as “al-tawhid” and was the most important tenet of 
their teaching.71 some would say that the Qur’an must also be god if it is 
eternal. This would be similar to the way christians speak of Jesus as being 

65. ibid., 95.
66. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 113.
67. ibid., 114n 2.
68. ibid., 115.
69. Dis 5.10.
70. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 114n4. in fact, according to guillaume (re-

ferred by sahas), John was the first non-muslim to mention these mu’tazilite arguments. 
71. le coz, Jean Damascene, 160. incidentally, le coz mentions that the use of 

the argument on the unity of god, or “al-tawhid,” was often used in opposition to the 
christian concept of the trinity, which John shows awareness of in this dialogue.
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the “uncreated Word of god” who is of the “same substance with the father 
and holy spirit, existing before the ages.”72 

at that time, most of the arabs believed that god controlled all men’s 
actions.73 The umayyad government used this belief to claim that the ad-
ministration, acting in the place of god, had the right to control their sub-
jects as they wished, because it was the will of god. Those who said that the 
Word and the spirit of god were not eternal, as the mu’tazilites believed, 
were labeled “heretics,” but it was their related belief in man’s free will that 
was interpreted as undercutting the authority of the government. a number 
of mu’tazilites were executed at that time for spreading this “heresy,” such as 
Ja’d b. Birham (aD 743) and ghayln (also in aD 743). even the leader of the 
Jahmite group, Jahm b. safwan, who was the first to teach on the createdness 
of the Qur’an,74 was executed in aD 746 for his teachings.75 These men were 
all contemporaries of John of Damascus.

early in the abbasid period, just decades later, the mu’tazilite posi-
tion became more popular, and in time it became the accepted view. This 
historical issue lends credibility to the acceptance of John of Damascus as 
the original writer of the Disputation, for the allusion to the mu’tazilites 
does not appear in the later parallel text in abu Qurra’s opusculum, which 
may indicate that it was no longer considered heretical. sahas even goes so 
far as to state that “this reference is a perfect example of the accuracy and 
the extent of the knowledge that John of Damascus had of islam and the 
muslim community of his days.”76 

Section 2b: The Word (λόγος) and the Words of God (λόγια, 
ῥῆματα)—(Kotter 6)

and if a Saracen asks you, “are the words77 of god created or 
uncreated?” they pose this very difficult question to us in their 
effort to prove that the Word78 of god is created, which is not 
true. if you answer they are “created,” he will tell you, “behold 
you are affirming that the Word of god was created.” But if you 

72. of 1.6, p. 174; 1.8, pp. 177–78.
73. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 69–70.
74. le coz, Jean Damascene, 161.
75. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 114n4. le coz places his death in 740.
76. ibid., 115.
77. λόγια
78. λόγον
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answer “they are uncreated,” he will say, “Behold, all the words79 
of god that exist are uncreated, yet they are not gods. so, you 
agree with me that although christ is the Word80 of god, he 
is not god.” for this reason, answer with neither “created” nor 
“uncreated,” but, rather say, “i confess that there is only one 
hypostatic Word of god, who is uncreated, as you also acknowl-
edge. furthermore, i do not call my scripture in its entirety 
‘words,’81 but rather ‘utterances’82 of god.”83 

most saracens in the early eighth century believed the Qur’an, or the 
Word of god, had to be uncreated.84 however, they would not allow this 
view to be ascribed to Jesus christ as the Word of god, for they believed 
that he was created by god.85 in this section, John tries to clarify the is-
sue by pointing out that the word of god, the logos (λόγος), or christ, is 
necessarily always existent, but the words, or utterances (λόγια, ῥῆματα), 
or scriptures, are created. for John, this distinction was very important, 
but much of the significance was inconsequential for orthodox saracens, 
because they accepted the Qur’an alone as the uncreated Word of god. 
even the written words from the Qur’an were considered uncreated. for 
christians, however, the concept of the logos conveys the idea of the eter-
nal mind of god represented to man through his utterances, which are 
the scriptures. This distinction between the Word and utterances did not 
quite have a parallel in muslim theology at that time. in fact, the Jahmites, 
who spread the belief that the Qur’an was created, also believed that any 
distinction between the Word (λόγος), and utterances (λόγια or ῥῆματα), 
was meaningless, because for the Jahmites both λόγος and λόγια, “Word” 
and “words,” were believed to be created.86 it was not until the mu’tazilites 
taught that the Qur’an had to be created, or else worshiped as another god, 
that the orthodox saracens were challenged to consider the distinctions. 
Due to their emphasis on reason and the unity of god, a distinction began 

79. λόγια
80. λόγος
81. λόγια
82. ῥῆματα
83. Dis 6.1–11. please note: the saracen seems to be confusing λόγος with λόγια. 

Therefore, the christian is seeking to make a distinction regarding λόγος as christ, 
the hypostatic Word of god, and λόγια, which are merely the words communicated by 
god through scripture, which are better understood as ῥῆματα, or inspired utterances 
of god. see lampe, 805.

84. esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 69–70.
85. Q. 19:34; 3:59.
86. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 116.
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to develop among the mu’tazilites in which they said that while the Qur’an 
is the created word of god, the uncreated source of the utterances must 
be god himself. This is very similar to John’s explanation that the logos 
is the uncreated source of the words or utterances found in the christian 
scriptures. Though sahas says that it is difficult “to say that John of Damas-
cus’ distinction between “Word” and “words” (or utterances) finds an exact 
parallel in muslim theology,”87 it is possible that John was at least partially 
responsible for “pushing” this development in muslim theology, since we 
see similar distinctions being developed by the mu’tazilites around the time 
that John was writing. 

still, it was not until al-ash’ari, in the late ninth century, that a distinc-
tion was felt necessary, and the sunni orthodox were able to fully embrace 
the belief that god’s speech is eternal but the written Qur’an is just a repre-
sentation of the eternal Qur’an in heaven.88 Thus, under the challenge of the 
Jahmites and the mu’tazilites, the orthodox saracens developed a distinction 
between the eternal Qur’an and the written representation, and the Jahmites 
and mu’tazilites, in turn, could have been challenged by John of Damascus 
to develop a distinction between the Word of god and the words of god.

We can illustrate this possibility in this section of the Disputation, for 
the saracen portrayed here, according to sahas,89 may represent an early 
Jahmite position since he tries to “prove that the Word of god is created.” 
however, he does not seem to recognize the distinction between the Word 
of god (λόγος), and the utterances of god (λόγια or ῥῆματα), because in 
the example the saracen alludes to in psalm 11:7, where David writes the 
“words of the lord are words that are pure,” (τὰ λόγια κυρίου λόγια ὰγνα).90 
The saracen does not understand why the psalmist uses λόγιαinstead of 
ῥῆματα, since he apparently believes that λόγια should refer to the Word 
of god. Therefore, the author tries to clarify to the saracen the distinc-
tion between the Word of god (Jesus christ, the λόγος), the words of god 

87. ibid., 117.
88. Wensinck, Muslim Creed, 127. The early creed, fikh akbar, stated that the “pro-

nouncing, writing, and reciting of the Kuran (sic.) is created, whereas the Kuran itself 
is uncreated.”

89. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 116. sahas did not have the complete dia-
logue for this section and therefore may have concluded erroneously that the posi-
tion represented throughout the section represented the Jahmite beliefs. le coz (Jean 
Damascene, 163), who worked from the critical text, disagrees with sahas and regards 
the saracen as orthodox since he considers the Qur’an to be uncreated. as in the previ-
ous section, however, the author of the Disputation seems to be introducing both types 
of responses from the saracens in order to teach his students the proper way to answer 
the questions.

90. ps 11:7 (lXX).
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(λόγια), and the utterances of god (ῥῆματα). The Word of god, of course, 
is the eternal logos (λόγος), which is associated with Jesus christ, while 
the words of god (λόγια), are the words that emanate from the logos as 
specific revelation found in the scriptures. The utterances of god (ῥῆματα) 
then, would be the utterances, or words, in scripture that were inspired by 
god but not necessarily direct revelation from the logos.91 The christian 
also tries to explain that David is using a figurative sense of “word” rather 
than a literal sense. however, this distinction may have been confusing for 
the saracen since he raises the question as to whether a prophet would ever 
use figurative language in the first place. There seems to be not only con-
fusion between λόγος and λόγια, but also a lack of understanding of the 
fundamental difference between the figurative use of a word and a literal 
one. could this dialogue represent actual conversations that John had with 
saracens in his day? if John’s intent for teaching this material was to train 
other christians in their apologetic approach to the saracen beliefs, it is very 
possible that he is reflecting the controversies prevalent in muslim theology 
during that time.

it is interesting to note that sahas, in his translation of this section 
of the Disputation, argues that the greek word for “created” (κτίστα) must 
have been copied incorrectly by the editor since the word “uncreated” 
(άκτιστα) fits the context better; but again his conclusions are based on an 
incomplete manuscript.92 in Kotter’s critical edition, it is clear that the au-
thor first explains to his students what a saracen would say if the christian 
agrees that the words (λόγια) of god are “created”—they would cry out and 
claim that the christian also believes that the Word of god is created, not 
realizing that there is a great distinction between the “words of god” (his 
utterances, meaning the scriptures) and the Word of god (referring to Jesus 
christ).93 The author then deals with the issue of what the saracen would 
say if the christian replied that the words were “uncreated.” They would 
claim that the christians believed that the words were either all gods or 
that the Word, although uncreated, could not be god himself. The saracen 
would follow this up with the exclamation that even though christians con-
fessed christ as the Word of god, they would have to recognize that he is 
not god. Therefore, the author encourages his students to say that the Word 
is neither “created” nor “uncreated,” but rather that he is the one hypostatic 
Word of god,94 who even the saracens admit is uncreated. in other words, 

91. le coz, Jean Damascene, 164–65.
92. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 115n2 and appendix ii, 151.
93. Dis 6.4–5. This is the line that is missing in the text used by sahas.
94. Dis 6.9.
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the author is emphasizing that the Word of god refers to a “person” and not 
just to speech or mere “words.” 

Section 2c: The Communication of the Word to Men: The 
Incarnation (Kotter 7)

and if a Saracen asks you, “how did god descend into the 
womb of a woman,” say to him, “let us use your scripture 
and my scripture. Your scripture says that god purified the 
Virgin mary above all other women and the spirit of god and 
the Word descended into her;95 and my gospel says ‘The holy 
spirit will come upon you, and the power of the most high will 
overshadow you.’ Behold, both statements are saying the same 
thing.”96 

John points out that both the saracen scriptures97 and the gospels tes-
tify that god’s spirit and Word were involved in the impregnation of mary. 
The important distinction is that christians would recognize the union of 
the divine logos with humanity in the incarnation while the saracens would 
only assent to a miraculous conception and birth of the human prophet, 
Jesus. 

in his De Fide Orthodoxa, John developed the concept of the incarna-
tion of god himself, the creator, being born from the womb of a woman 
who was a created being. John begins by stating that the Word, without 
leaving the presence of the father,

came to dwell uncircumscribed in the womb of the holy Virgin, 
without seed and without being contained, but after a manner 
known to him, and in the very same person as exists before the 
ages he made flesh subsist for himself from the holy Virgin.

Thus, he was in all things and above all things, and at the same 
time he was existing in the womb of the holy mother of god, 
but he was there by the operation of the incarnation. and so, 
he was made flesh and took from her the first-fruits of our clay, 
a body animated by a rational and intellectual soul, so that the 
very person of god the Word was accounted to the flesh. and 

95. Qur’an, 3:42. “Behold the angels said: o mary allah hath chosen thee and puri-
fied thee—chosen thee above the women of all nations.”

96. Dis 7.1–7.
97. since we do not know exactly what stage the Quranic text had reached during 

John’s life, the term “saracen scriptures” will be used to refer to the writings of the 
saracens/ishmaelites known to John.
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the person of the Word which formerly had been simple was 
made composite. moreover, it was a composite from two perfect 
natures, divinity and humanity.98 

The incarnation was an incomprehensible doctrine to the saracens, 
but what they could comprehend about the idea of god becoming flesh was 
abhorrent to them and became the basis for what they considered to be the 
greatest sin, known as “shirk, which was the association of a created being 
with the uncreated god.99 for the mu’tazilites, the christian belief in the 
incarnation threatened their view of the unity of god. for the orthodox 
saracen, the incarnation would destroy their view of a god who is wholly 
transcendent and wholly “other.” in fact, many of their objections centered 
on the difficulty of understanding how god could be transcendent and yet 
limited by a human body. John anticipated those objections and dealt with 
the two natures of christ in his next section.

Section 2d:The Two Natures of Christ (Kotter 8)

if, again, the Saracen asks you: “if christ was god, how did he 
eat, drink, sleep, and so on?”100 tell him that “The pre-eternal 
Word of god, the one who created all things, according to the 
testimony of my scripture as well as yours; the one who became 
a perfect man from the flesh of the holy virgin mary, possessing 
a soul and intelligence; this is the one who ate and drank and 
slept. in contrast, the Word of god did not eat, nor did he drink, 
nor did he sleep, nor was he crucified, nor is he dead, but it was 
the holy flesh that he received from the Blessed Virgin that was 
crucified. You should know also that christ is said to have two 
natures but one hypostasis. for the pre-eternal Word of god 
is one, even after the reception of the flesh hypostatically, with 

98. of 3.7, p. 282.
99. Q. 5:72. “They do blaspheme who say: “allah is christ the son of mary.” But said 

christ: “o children of israel! worship allah, my lord and your lord.” Whoever joins 
other gods with allah—allah will forbid him the garden, and the fire will be his abode. 
There will for the wrongdoers be no one to help.” see also Q. 9:31. “They take their 
priests and their anchorites to be their lords in derogation of allah, and (they take as 
their lord) christ the son of mary; yet they were commanded to worship but one allah: 
there is no god but he. praise and glory to him: (far is he) from having the partners they 
associate (with him).”

100. This could be a reference to the Q. 5:75—“christ, the son of mary, was no more 
than a messenger; many were the messengers that passed away before him. his mother 
was a woman of truth. They had both to eat their (daily) food. see how allah doth make 
his signs clear to them; yet see in what ways they are deluded away from the truth!”
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respect to person and not nature, for indeed, a fourth person 
has not been added to the trinity after the ineffable union with 
the flesh.”101 

John presses this distinction of the two natures of christ by having the 
saracen ask, “if christ were god, then how could he ‘eat, drink, sleep and 
so on?’”102 from this point John is then able to explain that christ had two 
natures in one hypostasis. Thus, in his human nature he could eat, drink, 
and sleep, but in his divine nature, as the eternal logos, or Word of god, 
the second person of the trinity, he could not die. The reference to the two 
natures, divine and human, and one hypostasis, god the son, is critical at 
this point because it demonstrates one of the major differences between 
christianity and islam. muslims view the trinity as three separate entities 
added to one another, father, son and holy spirit, and therefore three and 
not one. John makes a point of stating that the incarnation did not mean 
that “there was added a fourth person”103 to the trinity, for that would be 
heresy and a refutation of the oneness of the trinity. What he wants to do 
here is to distinguish between the eternal word of god and the perfect man 
who was born in the flesh to the Virgin mary. 

again, it is interesting to note that this reference to a “fourth person 
of the trinity” may be another link to John as the original writer of the 
Disputation, for in Orthodox Faith John develops the same argument: 

his two natures belong to the one person and the one subsis-
tence of the Word of god . . . Thus, i do not add a fourth person 
to the trinity—god forbid!—but i do confess the person of the 
word of god and of his flesh to be one. for, even after the incar-
nation of the word, the trinity remained trinity.104 

it is also helpful to note what John says about the incarnation and the 
two natures of christ:

Before the incarnation, the person of god the Word was simple 
and uncompounded, bodiless and uncreated. But when it had 
assumed flesh, it became person to the flesh also, and it became 
compounded of the divinity, which it always had, and the flesh, 
which it took on in addition. Being thus found in two natures, 

101. Dis 8.1–12. 
102. ibid., 8.1–2.
103. ibid., 8.11–12.
104. of 3.8, p. 285. see also DiV 1.4, p. 22, where John writes, “i venerate together 

with the King and god the purple robe of his body, not as a garment, nor as a fourth 
person (god forbid!).”
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it bears the properties of the two, so that the same one person 
is at once uncreated in its divinity and created in its humanity, 
both visible and invisible. otherwise, we are obliged either to 
divide the one christ and say that there are two persons, or to 
deny the difference of the natures and thus introduce change 
and mingling.105 

in another part of his Orthodox Faith John explains the hypostatic 
union:

moreover, the lord’s natures are hypostatically united without 
confusion and they are divided without separation by reason 
and way of their difference. in so far as they are one, they have no 
number. for we do not say that christ’s natures are two persons 
or that they are two according to person. They are numbered, 
however, by way of their being divided without separation. for 
there are two natures by reason and way of their difference. 
Thus, being hypostatically one and mutually immanent, they 
are united without any confusion or transformation of one into 
the other and with each preserving its own natural difference 
for itself. for the created remained created and the uncreated, 
uncreated.106 

it should be obvious by now that the christians and the saracens did 
not have the same concept of the Word of god or the nature of christ. in 
many ways, it seems that muslim theology in the eighth century developed, 
to a certain extent, as a reaction to the encounters that the saracens had 
with christian theologians such as John. for example, we may note in one 
of the medinan surahs, al-nisa’, or one of last surahs “revealed,” a strong 
antipathy to the trinity and the deity of christ:

o people of the Book! commit no excesses in your religion: nor 
say of allah aught but the truth. christ Jesus the son of mary 
was (no more than) a messenger of allah, and his Word, which 
he bestowed on mary and a spirit proceeding from him: so 
believe in allah and his messengers. say not “trinity”: desist: it 
will be better for you: for allah is one god: glory be to him: (far 
exalted is he) above having a son.107 

it should also be noted in reference to John’s explanation of the hy-
postatic union above, that unless the saracen understood the theological 

105. ibid., 4.5, 339–40.
106. ibid., 285–86. see also see also DiV 1.21, p. 35.
107. Q. 4:171.
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connotations in the specific greek words used to explain concepts such as 
the hypostatic union of christ or even the incarnation, he would probably 
be unable to fully grasp the ramifications of the terms or even the depth of 
the arguments themselves. after all, John was the recipient of almost 800 
years of theological discussion and development, and much of it took place 
in the greek language. also, many of the theological terms had been coined 
in order to express concepts that were almost ineffable in themselves. now, 
the language of the dialogue in the Disputation is not on the level of a theo-
logical treatise, but it still involves, and even necessitates, an understanding 
of a context that only christianity could provide. apparently, however, that 
was not important to the saracens. They had rejected the incarnation of 
christ, and therefore believed that it was blasphemy to associate a man with 
the one god, and that it was foolishness to believe that the one god could 
be a trinity.

as we go on to the next section, the death of Theotokos, or the mother 
of god, we may assume that the saracen had in mind the death of christ, 
for the christian would have just explained that god could not die, yet Jesus 
suffered and died on the cross. for the saracen, however, if Jesus christ is 
god and died on the cross, then god himself must have died, and since 
god cannot die, then christ could not have been god. for the christian, 
however, the concept of the hypostatic union posited that since christ was 
fully god and fully man, and both natures were “united without confusion” 
and “divided without separation,”108 it was possible for christ, in his human 
nature, to actually die on the cross; and yet for christ, as god, he could not 
die. 

Section 2e:The Death of Theotokos (Kotter 9)

if the Saracen asks, “Did the Theotokos109 [mother of god] die 
or live?”

Reply to him, “We can say with confidence upon the evidence 
of the scriptures that she did not die. The natural death of man 
came upon her, but she was not bound or subjected to it, as we 
are—far from it—but it was more like the sleep of the first man 
when his rib was removed.”110 

108. of 3.8, p. 285.
109. sahas did not have this word in his text, so he centered this conversation 

around the divinity of Jesus christ and unfortunately missed the distinction between 
the death of christ and the death of man. 

110. Dis 9.1–6.
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at first it seems strange for the saracen to bring up the mother of Jesus 
at this time in the conversation, but actually it is a logical jump from the pre-
vious section since it still concerns the incarnation of christ. Jesus not only 
ate, drank and died, but as god, his human body developed in the womb 
of mary, who was not divine. as mentioned above, “the Word came to dwell 
uncircumscribed in the womb of the holy Virgin . . . but after a manner 
known to him.”111 only god fully understands how the incarnation could 
place him “in the womb of the holy mother of god,” and yet, at the same 
time “he was in all things and above all things.”112 his mother, on the other 
hand, was subject to death, like all humans. however, the christian softens 
death, at least for the mother of Jesus, to an open door that leads beyond life 
through “sleep.”113 

Section 2f: Secondary Causes after Creation (Kotter 10)

if the Saracen asks you, “suppose that i have been struck some-
where on my body, and the flesh, being wounded, formed a 
contusion and in the contusion a worm has formed. Who has 
created the worm?”

Tell him that we have already answered that before.114 

perhaps this section would be better suited to follow section 1d on 
creation and generation since it also fits under the category of whether 
god can be blamed for the ills in the world since he created all life. The 
christian answers as he did before and says basically that just as man was 
cursed by his rebellion, the rest of the world is now subject to pestilence as 
well. Thus, while god created the original world, and called it “good,” man’s 
sin has brought “thorns and thistles” into the fields and pesky worms to our 
bodies to remind us of our fallen nature.

Section 2g: Who is Greater? (Kotter 11)

The Saracen asked the christian another question, “according 
to you, who is greater, the one who sanctifies or the one who is 
sanctified?”

111. of 3.7, p. 282.
112. ibid.
113. ὕπνωσεν
114. Dis 10.1–4.
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The Christian, however, realizing the implication of the question 
replied, “i know what you want to say.”

The Saracen: “if you know, tell me.”

The Christian said, “if i tell you that the one who sanctifies is 
greater than the one who is sanctified, you will say to me, ‘go, 
then, and bow down before John the Baptist because he baptized 
and sanctified your christ.’”

and the Saracen: “That is what i wanted to say to you.”115 

in this last dialogue in the Disputation, the saracen tries again to bring 
up a point that would demonstrate that Jesus could not be god, for if John 
the Baptist, who baptized Jesus, was greater, then it would be difficult for 
the christian to argue that Jesus is divine. however, the christian reminds 
the saracen that when a servant helps his master bathe, this action does 
not give the servant greater status than the master for it is merely the duty 
of the servant to serve his master.116 in the same way, John the Baptist was 
serving Jesus in the baptism and not making himself out to be superior. in 
fact, John at first refused to baptize Jesus since he did not even feel worthy 
of tying the shoe laces of his lord. in the dialogue, the christian also alludes 
to Jesus crushing the “heads of the evil demons who were lying in wait”117 
in the river during the baptism. in De Fide Orthodoxa John of Damascus 
also alludes to this demonstration of the power of christ over satan and his 
demons: 

Jesus was baptized not that he himself stood in any need of pu-
rification but that by making my purification his own he might 
‘crush the heads of the dragons in the waters,’118 wash away the 
sin and bury all of the old adam in the water, sanctify the Bap-
tist, fulfill the law, reveal the mystery of the trinity, and become 
for us a model and example for the reception of baptism.119 

indeed, through his baptism Jesus revealed his divine nature and dem-
onstrated his sovereignty over the creation, over satan and his demons, and 
over sin. perhaps the saracen realized the implication of christ’s divinity in 
the christian’s answer and was therefore “very much amazed and disturbed, 

115. Dis 11.1–7.
116. ibid., 11.7–12.
117. ibid., 11.15–17.
118. ps 74:13.
119. of 4.9, p. 347.
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and having nothing to reply to the long-suffering christian, departed from 
him.”120 

it is interesting to note that this challenge by the saracen may have 
been another one that John was familiar with since the christian in the 
dialogue seems to know where the line of reasoning is leading. it may 
have been that the saracens were already challenging the christians with 
scriptural expressions of Jesus’ subordination to the father, which, for the 
saracen, would reveal that Jesus could not be god himself because it shows 
that Jesus is separate from the father, and therefore not divine. for example, 
they may have referred to John. 5:30, John 14:31, or matthew 20:23, which 
state that Jesus did nothing on his own authority. also, John 14:10 and John 
8:28–29 affirm that Jesus did not speak on his own authority, while in mark 
14:32 and luke 5:16, Jesus very clearly prayed to god. for christians, how-
ever, this voluntary humiliation of the son did not demonstrate an inferior 
position before the father, but rather revealed that Jesus, in order to redeem 
us, “did not consider equality with god something to be grasped, but made 
himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant,” even though he was 
“in very nature god.”121 

The Disputation ends with this section when the saracen leaves, but 
lequien attaches to his transmission a section from Theodore abu Qur-
rah’s opusculum 18, which claims to be “διὰ φωνης Ἰωάννου Δαμασκηνου” 
or “through the voice of John of Damascus.”122 as detailed in an earlier 
section,123 this assertion not only supports the view that the Disputation was 
written by John of Damascus, but it also places it before the ninth century. 
What is more, the argument that is dealt with in this opusculum concerns a 
similar question of “greatness,” but it is in regard to which prophet is greater, 
moses, Jesus or muhammad. The saracen begins by getting the christian, 
in this case Theodore abu Qurrah, the bishop of carae, to agree that moses 
was responsible for developing Judaism, which was superior to idolatry. The 
saracen then gets Theodore to agree that christianity, which was brought 
about by Jesus, was superior to Judaism. he then tries to complete this de-
velopment by getting the christian to accept muhammad and the religion 
of hagarism124 as the prophet and religion that supersede christ and chris-

120. Dis 11.18–19.
121. phil 2:6,7.
122. pg 94:1585/1586. “caeterum magnam ejus partem expiscari mihi licuit ex 

dialogis Theodori abucarae, qui ut suum 18, quem subjiciemus, ita et alios διὰ φωνης, 
ex ore Joannis nostri excepit.”

123. see chap. 7 on the authenticity of the Disputation between a Christian and a 
Saracen.

124. it is interesting to note that Theodore did not use the term “muslim,” which did 
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tianity, but Theodore would not accept the conclusion. When asked “why?” 
by the saracen, Theodore answers that the conclusion would be false, “for, 
muhammad was not as moses and christ, who proved worthy of being ac-
cepted because they preached and taught; but in order for muhammad to 
also be believed for his preaching and teaching, listen to what makes each 
one of them worthy of being accepted.”125 Theodore then recounts the signs 
given to moses in egypt by god to prove the worthiness of his message, and 
he lists the miracles of Jesus to prove that he had come from god. however, 
when it comes to muhammad, Theodore leaves the saracen with the ques-
tion, “Where, therefore, does your prophet fall?” since muhammad did not 
do any miracles or signs.126 muslim apologists today, of course, would coun-
ter with the argument that muhammad brought forth the greatest miracle 
of all in the form of the Qur’an, but this was not even alluded to by abu 
Qurrah. it could mean that the Qur’an had not been completed at the end of 
the eighth century when abu Qurrah used this dialogue, or at least during 
the middle of the eighth century if the dialogue were directly from John of 
Damascus. or it could mean that, if the Qur’an had been completed by the 
time of abu Qurrah, that it had not yet attained the miraculous status that it 
would later hold. Whatever the case, Theodore abu Qurrah did not accept 
muhammad as a true prophet, and certainly not greater than the lord Jesus 
christ.

conclusIon

What does this chapter reveal about John of Damascus and his association 
with the development of islam? What is the significance of John’s responses, 
as portrayed through the christian in his dialogues? first of all, the com-
parison between John’s theological work, Orthodox Faith, and the Disputa-
tion between a Christian and a Saracen confirms many similarities in style, 
content and word usage. This gives strong support to the view that the per-
son who wrote the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen also wrote 
Orthodox Faith. secondly, the dialogues reveal that John of Damascus was 
an astute observer of the transformations that were taking place in his cul-
ture. more than that, he understood the polemical points of disagreement 
between accepted christian doctrine and what he viewed as the aberrant 
theology of the saracens. he gave an accurate analysis of mid-eighth-cen-
tury islamic theology, and his representation of christian orthodox faith 

not come into use until the late eighth century. 
125. translation of opusculum 18 found in sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 156–59. 
126. ibid.
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became the standard for centuries to come. The tone of the dialogues also 
showed that he was more concerned with christians understanding their 
own beliefs in contradistinction to what he called the heresies of the sara-
cens rather than reaching a point of reconciliation with his opponents. This 
was to become the precedent for centuries of apologists to come.

it is now time to focus on John’s understanding of the trinity. as we 
have seen in John’s treatise, Heresy of the Ishmaelites, and also in his set of 
dialogues making up the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen, the 
belief in a triune god was one of the main points of controversy between 
the christians in syria and their islamic rulers. it is possible that the devel-
opment of John’s apologetic approach was based on his understanding of 
orthodox theology, and that both aspects of his work were in turn the result 
of his response to the growth of islamic theology and hegemony. in order to 
explore these relationships, we will focus on his exposition of the doctrine 
of the trinity and then his interaction with early islamic theology regarding 
this doctrine.
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9

The Trinitarian Beliefs of John of 
Damascus

IntroductIon

The doctrine of the trinity, a central doctrine of the christian church, was 
also one of the main doctrines countered by the early muslim apologists. it 
is therefore important to explore exactly how this doctrine fits with John’s 
overall approach to islam. What does his explanation and defense of the 
trinity reveal about the belief christians had at that time? how did oth-
ers understand it? could John of Damascus’ apologetic interaction with 
early islamic theology have helped mold the way he presented the orthodox 
doctrine of the trinity? John’s apologetic approach was based on his under-
standing of orthodox theology. in turn, his writings in both of these areas 
may have been motivated by the growth of islamic theology and hegemony. 
in order to pursue these points, it will be necessary to first study John of 
Damascus’ understanding of the doctrine of the trinity. The best place to 
begin is by examining his most famous work, Orthodox Faith.

the trInItarIan belIefs of John of damascus

John of Damascus’ Orthodox Faith is the third part of his larger work, the 
Fount of Knowledge (Πηγὴ γνώσεως)—pēgē gnōseōs), which was written 
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around aD 743.1 it contains one hundred chapters divided into four books. 
The first book deals with god in unity and trinity, the second book deals 
with god’s creation, the third book focuses on christology and the fourth 
book discusses a number of theological issues such as faith, baptism, the 
eucharist and the resurrection. The topics seem to follow the order of the 
nicene creed, though John placed the discussion of the holy spirit in with 
the trinity and he did not deal with the church at all.2 John borrowed mate-
rial from many writers, especially greek theologians such as the three cap-
padocians (gregory of nazianzus, gregory of nyssa and Basil the great), 
to such an extent that some critics have faulted him for merely compiling 
ideas taken from others. however, frederic chase suggests that John had a 
genius for selecting appropriate material and that he was a master of syn-
thesis rather than of mere compilation.3 at one point chase writes that “the 
whole is a surprisingly successful synthesis of traditional catholic teaching 
as handed down by the greek fathers and the ecumenical councils.”4 chase 
also adds that “there is nothing new or original in the matter of doctrine, 
but there is something original in the treatment and in the clarity of this 
treatment.”5

in chapter 1 of book 1 of the Orthodox Faith, John follows the example 
of gregory nazianzen,6 as well as the words of the apostle John (John 1:18), 
in proclaiming that ultimately god is “ineffable and incomprehensible,”7 
and therefore what is said about his nature is through revelation by the son, 
the holy spirit and the creation. This knowledge is then passed down to us 
through the traditions in the old testament, the law and the prophets, and 
then through the new testament, especially through “his only-begotten 
son, our lord and god and savior, Jesus christ.”8 This appeal to what can 
be known about the nature of god and what cannot be known about the 
mysterious trinity has led to various ways of distinguishing god’s nature 
from his activities, or what he is not in contrast to what he is. This latter 
distinction categorizes the apophatic (ἀποφατικός), or negative, terms in 
contradistinction to the kataphatic (καταφατικός), or positive, words used 
in relation to god. Thus, the apophatic terms, using the alpha-privitive form 

1. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xxv.
2. ibid., xxxii.
3. ibid., xxxv.
4. ibid., xxxiii.
5. ibid., xxxv.
6. florovsky, Byzantine Fathers.
7. of 1.1, p. 165. 
8. ibid., 1.1, p. 166.



John of Damascus,  first ap olo gist to the muslims172

in greek (α-, not), would be represented by “not-finite,” “not-created,” “not-
begotten,” and would seek to reveal what god is not, while the kataphatic 
terms would relate what he is: “maker of all things,” “provider of all,” and 
“ruling over all.”9 andrew louth also points out another important distinc-
tion between the concepts theologia and oikonomia,

Between knowledge of god in himself, which principally entails 
recognition of the divine being (including the mystery of the 
trinity), and knowledge of god’s revelation of himself through 
the oikonomia, his activity with regard to human kind in and 
through creation, including his presence among us in the incar-
nation. This distinction corresponds largely to the distinction 
between god’s unknowable being and his activity or energy, 
through which he makes himself known.10 

in chapter 2, John elaborates on his view of the oikonomia (ὀικονομία) 
in order to demonstrate that there are some things about the godhead that 
are capable of being expressed and there are also some things that can be 
known, especially through revelation through the scriptures and through 
the Word, the λόγος, the son of god.11 he cautions the reader that even 
when we use words to describe god’s nature, we need to be careful because 
god is beyond any words. Thus, when we engage language to describe the 
ineffable, we go from the familiar to the unfamiliar and then on to the tran-
scendent. so, while we may, in speaking about god, “attribute to him sleep, 
anger, indifference, hands and feet, and the alike,”12 we need to realize that 
he is far beyond these human assignations. it is because god’s nature is ul-
timately beyond the ability of man to capture his essence in words that often 
when we speak about god we use the apophatic, or negative form. John 
gives several instances of these terms referring to god, such as “without 
beginning and without end, everlasting and eternal, uncreated, unchange-
able, inalterable.”13 he then balances the negative with the positive: “the 
maker of all created things, all-powerful, all-ruling, all-seeing, the provider, 
the sovereign, and the judge of all.”14 he lists these divine attributes at the 
beginning of a type of doctrinal “confession” as a way, perhaps, of linking 
his summa theologica with the creeds of the church and the theology of the 

9. ibid., 1.8, 176.; louth, St. John Damascene, 91. see also fortman, The Triune 
God, 222; and pelikan, Spirit of Eastern Christendom, 264–65.

10. louth, St. John Damascene, 91.
11. of 1.2, pp. 166–67.
12. ibid., 1.2, p. 167.
13. ibid.
14. ibid.
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church fathers who preceded him. after his list of divine attributes, John 
confesses that “god is one, that is to say, one substance (οὐσία), and that 
he is both understood to be and is in three persons (ὑπὸστασεις)—i mean 
the father and the son and the holy spirit.”15 it is significant that John uses 
the words “οὐσία” and “ὑπὸστασεις,” not only because the use confirms his 
orthodox link to the church and the church fathers, but also because, as 
the “summarizer of the orthodox faith,” he is able to establish these terms 
as the way that the church in the future will refer to the one god in three 
persons. it is also significant that in the midst of stating that god is ulti-
mately ineffable, and that if we use words to try to describe his nature they 
must either show what he is not or else they can only be used as inadequate 
“referents” to something far greater, John establishes two words, ousia and 
hypostasis, as foundational words in describing the relationship between the 
one and the three. of course, the two words themselves are the product of 
hundreds of years of refinement by both Western and eastern theologians 
and are borrowed most heavily from the cappadocians, but they still repre-
sent man’s best attempt to capture the essence of the relationship that John 
continually claims is “unknown and beyond all understanding.”16 indeed, 
John says that it is because we do not know “what the substance of god is, 
or how it is in all things,”17 that we must be careful with our choice of words 
and make sure that what we ascertain about god does not go “beyond what 
has been divinely proclaimed to us, whether told or revealed, by the sa-
cred declarations of the old and new testaments.”18 Thus, even the words 
that are used must conform to the parameters set in god’s revealed nature 
through scripture and the created world. 

in chapter 3, John is concerned with demonstrating the existence 
of god, not through some elaborate philosophical argument, but rather 
through the testimony of those who have accepted his existence, such as 
the writers of the old and new testaments, most of the greeks, and also by 
those who acknowledged god’s existence through the testimony of nature. 
he also says that the apostles, through the power of god and the wisdom of 
the holy spirit, not only gave testimony to the existence of god, but brought 
enlightenment to all those who listened. he then credits the early “shep-
herds and teachers” with further enlightenment through the grace of the 
spirit, and the conversion of those who were once in error. it is interesting to 
note that John apparently does not feel worthy enough to be counted as part 

15. ibid.
16. ibid., 1.4, p. 170.
17. ibid., 1.2, p. 168.
18. ibid.
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of that great company, as one who has “not received the gifts of miracles and 
teaching,”19 but he does hope that with the aid of the “father, son and holy 
spirit” he would be able to discuss some of the wisdom handed down from 
the apostles and teachers.20 John then goes on to deal with the distinction 
between “all things [that] are created or uncreated”21 which andrew louth 
claims “had become the fundamental ontological distinction for christian 
metaphysics.”22 The argument is based on the distinction that created be-
ings (men, angels, etc.) were changeable and uncreated beings (the three 
persons of the trinity) were not. changeable agents change by free choice, 
either positively, in a more god-like manner, or negatively, in a more cor-
rupt manner. as a result, all changeable things must be created. perhaps a 
simple syllogism will help illustrate the difference. 

1. only created things are changeable.

2. man is changeable.

3. man is created. 

on the other hand, 

1. all created things are changeable.

2. god is not changeable.

3. Therefore, god is uncreated. 

also, if god had been created, someone else would have had to have 
created him, and so on until we get to the uncreated being, which is an 
ontological necessity. even in today’s world, we understand, through the 1st 
law of Thermodynamics, that the world of physical matter had to have a 
beginning and a source greater than itself: something could not come from 
nothing, but rather it has to come from something, or someone, greater 
and eternal. The created universe, like all created things, is an effect and 
therefore requires a cause to bring it into existence. god, on the other 
hand, is not an effect and therefore does not need a cause to bring him 
into existence. rather, god is the uncaused cause who brings all things, or 
effects, into existence. moreover, John, through a series of questions regard-
ing the formation of the heavens and the earth, postulates that there must 
have been an architect who not only formed them from prior material, but 
also brought them into being, into existence. he also reasons that it could 

19. ibid., 1.3, p. 169.
20. ibid.
21. ibid.
22. louth, St. John Damascene, 93. see also letham, Holy Trinity, 238.
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not have occurred spontaneously or by chance, for the “very harmony of 
creation” speaks about the design that is apparent and requires a designer or 
supreme architect, better known as god.23

in chapter 4, John deals with the nature of god, especially that he 
is without a body, for “how could a body contain that which is limitless, 
boundless, formless, impalpable, invisible, simple, and uncompounded?”24 
it is important to note that god is without a body, but christ, through the 
incarnation or the activity of the oikonomia, has to have a body that fully 
identifies him as human. Yet he is also fully god. only by having two na-
tures can christ be fully identified with god, who has no body and does not 
change, and also fully with man, who has a body and is subject to change. 
at this point John focuses on the immutability of god because he wants 
to emphasize that with change comes conflict, and conflict is “the cause of 
separation, and separation the cause of dissolution—but dissolution is alto-
gether foreign to god.”25 since god is uncreated and unchangeable, he can-
not be subject to change which ultimately brings dissolution of a body. on 
the contrary, it is because god is transcendent over all created beings and 
not contained in a body that he can be the prime mover of all things. “only 
the Divinity is unmoved, and by his immovability he moves all things.”26 
again, the reason that this is important is that anything that can be made 
to move by another is subject to change and therefore less than perfect. By 
necessity there must be a starting point, an immovable being who moves 
everything that is moved. however, since that which is immovable cannot 
be locally contained, he cannot be contained in a body.27 

This argument is another instance in which John is making the point 
that in regard to god’s essence, which is “unbegotten, without beginning, 
immutable and incorruptible,”28 it is much easier to explain what god is 
not rather than what he is. it is very difficult to discuss god’s nature be-
cause he transcends all created nature with which we are familiar. in fact, 
as John explains, “he transcends all beings and being itself.”29 Because of 
this, ultimately god’s true nature is “limitless and incomprehensible . . . and 

23. of 1.3, p. 170.
24. ibid., 1.4, p. 170.
25. ibid., 1.4, pp. 170–71.
26. ibid., 1.4, p. 171.
27. christ may have been incarnated in a body, but he cannot be contained in that 
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incomprehensibility is all that can be understood about him.”30 Therefore, 
we are not able to describe his true nature, but only what “relates to his 
nature,” such as his attributes.31

in chapter 5, John establishes the unity of god. This is important in 
that it will lay the groundwork for the next sections which seek to establish 
the distinctions of the three persons of the one god. although John seems 
to rely on gregory of nyssa’s great catechetical oration, especially his pro-
logue and chapters 1–4,32 John’s biblical exegesis establishing the unity of 
god, based primarily on the old testament, and some on the new testa-
ment, seems to be his own emphasis.33 perhaps John wanted to contrast the 
biblical view in order to show Jews and, especially, muslims, that chris-
tians worship one god who also happens to be triune.34 since both Jews 
and muslims worshipped only one god, John may be consciously trying 
to build a bridge from a common belief to a distinctive belief in the trinity 
through the development of this idea of god’s unity, especially from a scrip-
tural standpoint. after John reminds the reader of the incomprehensible 
nature of god, he asserts that a believer would accept this premise and still 
understand god to be “one and not several.”35 he supports this unity by es-
tablishing that both the old testament and the new testament affirm belief 
in one god. he first quotes from exodus 20:2,3 (the ten commandments) 
and Deuteronomy 6:4 (the Shema: “hear, o israel: The lorD our god, the 
lorD is one”) in order to show that the law of god establishes belief in one 
god. This is followed by isaiah 43:10 (“Before me there was no god and af-
ter me there shall be none, and beside me there is none”), which affirms this 
view of god’s unity among the prophets. Then he uses John17:3 (“This is 
eternal life: that they may know thee, the only true god”), in order to let the 
apostle represent the testimony of the gospels and the early church’s belief 
in one god. John then goes on to establish the logical nature of one god in 
apposition to several gods by stating that the one god has to be “perfect and 
without deficiency,”36 for if there were several gods with differences between 
them, then they would be incomplete and therefore less than perfect. But 
the one god must be perfect in order to be the only god, “for where there is 

30. ibid., 1.4, p. 172.
31. ibid.
32. gregory of nyssa, The Catechetical Oration, xli–xlii. see also louth, St. John 
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33. louth, St. John Damascene, 100.
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35. of 1.5, p. 172.
36. ibid., 1.5, p. 173.
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one there cannot be another.”37 now John is ready to show that this one god 
is also found in three persons who exist in such a way that they are still one 
god, inseparably separate, a unity within a community.

in chapter 6, John follows gregory of nyssa’s prologue in his cat-
echetical Discourse38 and he concentrates on the Word of god. not only 
is there one god (chap. 5), but the word of god, the λόγος, is “identical 
with god.”39 continuing with the idea that in the perfection of god there 
is a unity, John now shows that in that unity there is a subsistent Word or 
λόγος that is distinct from the one in whom he has his subsistence. he first 
compares the non-subsistent (ἀνὑπόστατος) word of a human, which is 
derived from the mind, with the Word of god or λόγος, which must be sub-
sistent (ἐνὑπόστατος) in order to be a separate hypostasis which generates 
from the father but always “is distinct from him from whom he has his 
subsistence.”40 The significance of the analogy, which others like augustine 
used,41 is to show that in a human, speech is first derived from a thought 
in the mind and therefore shares the nature or essence of that thought, but 
then the words are spoken and dissipate in the air and so are gone. While 
the mind remains, the words do not, and are therefore non-subsistent or not 
subsistent in themselves. in regard to the eternal λόγος, while he is gener-
ated from the father, he does not pass out from him but always remains 
“within him.”42 however, the λόγος is fully distinct from the father and yet 
has his subsistence within the father. in fact, he fully shares in the essence 
of the father. The only way that this can be explained is that the unity of the 
one god must exist in more than one hypostasis and yet remain perfect in 
his unity. Therefore, just as perfection is found in the father, it is also found 
in the Word.43 

in chapter 7 John extends his analogy to include the third person of 
the trinity, the holy spirit. like the Word, the holy spirit also is subsistent 
in the godhead, but also fully god in his own hypostatic relationship. John 
begins by stating that just as humans need breath in order to express a word 
that originates in the mind, the Word must also have a spirit (πνεῦμα). The 
analogy falls short, however, because the breath of a human is not of the 

37. ibid.
38. ibid., 1.6, p. 174.
39. ibid.
40. ibid.
41. augustine used, for example, the three faculties of memory, understanding, and 
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42. of 1.6, p. 174.
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same substance as the mind that originates the thought or the word that ex-
presses that thought, but rather the breath comes from outside of the body 
and is used to give vocalization to the word. in the godhead, just as the 
Word has his own subsistence in the unity, the spirit shares the same οὐσία 
and yet has his own subsistence in himself, just like the Word. The spirit, 
then, should also be conceived of as “substantially subsisting, endowed 
with will and operation, and all-powerful.”44 While much in this chapter 
is a summary of gregory of nyssa’s explanation,45 John adds an interesting 
phrase that indicates a more precise understanding of the procession of the 
spirit in relation to the son. John says that the spirit proceeds “from the 
father, coming to rest in the Word and declaring him, not separated from 
god in essence or from the Word with whom it is associated.”46 John will 
develop this thought further in chapter 8, but it intimates a far deeper theme 
that will be developed more fully in his concept of the perichoresis of god, 
in which the three persons of the one god merge mystically within each 
other. regarding this relationship, robert letham explains that, 

indeed, the holy spirit has the same order and nature toward 
the son as the son has toward the father. The son is in the fa-
ther, and the father is in the son, and so also is the holy spirit 
in the son and the son in the holy spirit. Thus, the spirit can-
not be divided from the Word. so also the spirit is in god the 
father and from the father. as the son comes in the name of the 
father, so the holy spirit comes in the name of the son. There is 
one efficacy and action of the holy trinity, for the father makes 
all things through the Word by the holy spirit.47 

also, while gregory used the word anhypostatos (ἀνὑπόστατος), John 
incorporates the word enhypostatos (ἐνὑπόστατος) or “inexists.”48 What 
he means by this is that the holy spirit, like the Word, proceeds from the 
father and yet still exists in union with him. in regard to this concept of 
inexistence, cyril of alexandria adds that the spirit is from the being of the 
son as he is from the being of the father, in such a way that the spirit can 
be said to not only be sent from the father through the son, but also that 
he proceeds from the father and the son.49 John does not go quite as far as 

44. ibid., 1.7, p. 175.
45. louth, St. John Damascene, 101–2.
46. of 1.7, p. 175.
47. letham, Holy Trinity, 214.
48. louth, St. John Damascene, 102. see also macleod, The Person of Christ, 201–2.
49. cyril of alexandria, De sancta et consubstantiali Trinitate, Dialogus II (pg 
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cyril in his perichoretical concept of the trinity, for John would not say that 
the spirit could proceed from the father and the son. however, if the ninth-
century church understood his concept of enhypostatos (ἐνὑπόστατος) or 
inexistence, or the fuller development of the co-inherence of the three per-
sons of the one god, developed in the concept of perichoresis, then perhaps 
they would not have been divided over the filioque controversy.

in the next part of chapter 7, John seems to return to gregory’s cat-
echetical oration in order to confront the “narrow monotheism of Judaism 
and the polytheism of paganism” with the transcendent view of christian 
trinitarianism. for John, this triune monotheism transforms the two 
“heresies” by taking the positive Jewish view of the one nature of god and 
synthesizing it with the positive view of greek teaching on the “unique dis-
tinction of the hypostasis”50 in order to develop the transcendent view of the 
triune god who exists eternally in the form of one nature in three persons 
(ὑπόστασεις).51 in his concession to the beliefs of the Jews and the greeks, 
John may have developed his presentation of the theology of the trinity by 
using the Word and the spirit, concepts that would be understandable to 
his audience. however, John may be thinking much more directly about 
the muslims who, on the one hand denounced the trinity and the deity of 
christ, but on the other hand recognized that allah possesses both Word 
and spirit.52 perhaps what prompted John to begin his Orthodox Faith with 
an explanation of the trinity focusing on the Word and the spirit was the 
realization that islam, with its strong denunciation of anyone who would 
associate a man with god, and its vehement denial of a triune god, would at 
least agree on the terms of the disagreement. in other words, perhaps John 
was specifically, and secretly, addressing some of the main concerns that the 
muslims had in their rejection of christianity. to be sure, later christian 
apologists, like Theodore abu Qurra, extensively used the argument of the 
Word and the spirit of allah in the Qur’an in order to present what they 
considered to be the superior nature of christian doctrine and beliefs. John’s 
summative treatment of the theology of the earlier church fathers, espe-
cially the cappadocians, would have served this later apologetic cause well.

chapter 8 is the longest chapter in the Orthodox Faith and one of the 
most important chapters concerning the doctrine of the trinity. andrew 
louth divides the chapter into four sections: section one deals with a re-
statement of the belief in one god, who is “ineffable and transcendent,” as 

50. of 1.7, 176.
51. louth, St. John Damascene, 102. see also letham, Holy Trinity, 210, 238–39; and 
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well as the relationship between the father and the son, especially in regard 
to the difference between “begetting” (or generation) and “creation.” section 
two explores the differences between the nature of divine generation and 
procession, as well as the differences between ἀγεννετός, or “unbegotten,” 
and ἀγενετός, “unoriginated” or “uncreated.” in section three John explores 
the nature of the procession of the holy spirit and the relationship between 
the holy spirit and the son. Then, in section four, John introduces the term 
“perichoresis” (“coinherence”) for the first time and develops the concept of 
the nature of the divine unity.53

in the first section of chapter 8, John begins by clearly stating that 
christians believe in one god. again, this relates back to the old testament 
teaching of one god as well as to the foundation for the three persons so 
carefully described in the new testament. in order to emphasize the nature 
of the one god, John begins to list a number of divine attributes that set the 
one god apart from his creation. There are four groups of attributes. The 
first group describes what god is not, using the alpha-privative form54 such 
as “without beginning” (ἂναρχον), “uncreated” (ἂκτιστον), and “unbegot-
ten” (ἀγεννετόν).55 since god is ineffable, it is hard to find words that can 
adequately describe his attributes. in the second group John uses words that 
show what god is through a description of his actions, such as “maker of 
all things,” “provider for all,” and “ruling over all.”56 his use of the “πάντον” 
emphasizes the extent of god’s rule—over everything. The third group of 
phrases describes how god is beyond all things that are conceived, such 
as “supersubstantial and surpassing all,” to the degree that god is “above 
essence and life and speech and concept.”57 These phrases indicate that god 
is unlike anything in the world of man, which is an important distinction 
to make before he goes on to deal with the nature of the godhead. The 
fourth group of divine attributes begins this transition in its reference to 
the oneness of god’s nature: “one substance, one godhead, one virtue, one 
will . . . one kingdom.”58 John then concludes this list with a type of con-
fession that states that this one god, with all these attributes, is “known 
in three perfect persons . . . united without confusion and distinct without 
separation, which is beyond understanding.”59 John will later develop this 

53. louth, St. John Damascene, 103–4.
54. see parry, Depicting the Word, 115–16.
55. of 1.8, 176.
56. ibid., 1.8, 176–77.
57. ibid., 1.8, 177.
58. ibid.
59. ibid.
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sense of god’s intermingling of the one and the three in his concept of the 
perichoresis (περιχώρησις),60 or the “circle dance” of god’s triune nature.61 
John often cautions the reader that the true essence of god is beyond under-
standing, but his perichoretic model of the trinity seeks to give shape to the 
ineffable by describing the relationship of the three persons of the one god. 
moltmann captures John’s description of the “circulatory character of the 
eternal divine life” when he writes that “in the perichoresis the very thing 
that divides them becomes that which binds them together. The ‘circulation’ 
of the eternal divine life becomes perfect through the fellowship and unity 
of the three different persons in the eternal love.”62 This image of interpen-
etration without confusion is developed in more detail later on as is the 
concept that the godhead is somehow always in motion, as in a dance, but 
a dance of begetting, proceeding and yet remaining unbegotten. John then 
continues with a reference to how these three persons, the father, son and 
holy spirit, could all be involved together in the act of baptism, a moving of 
the one god through the life of the believer. 

as John continues the confession, he begins to describe the relation-
ship of the three persons. The father, who is “uncaused and unbegotten,” is 
also the “principle cause of all things.”63 The son, the lord Jesus christ, was 
“begotten of the father,” and the father is also called the “emitter”64 of the 
holy spirit. John uses a number of phrases from the niceno-constantino-
ple creed, such as “light from light, true god from true god, begotten not 
made, consubstantial with the father.”65 it is possible that John links back to 
the established creed in order to give greater acceptance to his development 
of the relationship of the three persons.

for John, the essential relationship between the father and the son is 
that the father has “begotten” the son without bringing about any change 
in the father or the son. if there were any change—for example, if the son 
were brought from “nothing into being”—then his begetting would not be 

60. in general, περιχώρησις refers to a recurrence or cyclical movement, such as in 
a “circle-dance.” christologically it refers to reciprocity in a relationship, and in regard 
to the trinity there is a sense of the interpenetration of the three persons. see lampe, 
1077–78.

61. see o’collins, Tripersonal God, 132; and macleod, “trinity in scripture,” 56–57.
62. moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom, 174–75. see also oliver, Metaphysics, 

Theology, and Self, 65–69; and crisp, Divinity and Humanity, 1–34.
63. of 1.8, p. 177.
64. The term “emitter,” or προβολευς, may come from gregory nazianzen, sermon 

29.2 (pg 36.76B).
65. of 1.8, p. 177.
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“outside of time and without a beginning.”66 This would mean, among other 
things, that before the son came into being then the father would not have 
been a father. This would then imply that a change in status had taken place, 
once not a father and then after begetting the son, becoming a father; and 
this in turn would indicate that god is not perfect because any change in 
his nature would indicate imperfection. This is what arius implied when he 
said that there was [once] when the son was not.67 not only would this strip 
Jesus of his deity, but it would also strip fatherhood from god. Therefore, 
John had to emphasize that the son “was not brought from nothing into 
being,” but rather “he was always with the father, being begotten of him 
eternally and without beginning.”68 also, the “father and the son begotten 
of him exist together simultaneously,”69 so that the father has always been 
the father and the son has always been begotten as the son. otherwise we 
would be “introducing a change into the substance of the father”70 and that 
would put him on the same status as a created being in need of some other 
god for his existence. Therefore, the father has always been the father and 
the son has always been the son. even more, the father is always begetting 
the son and the son is always being begotten. otherwise this would also 
indicate a change in their status and a limitation to the nature of god. “nei-
ther does his unfathomable begetting have beginning or end. it is without 
beginning, because he is immutable.”71 

on the other hand, creation is outside of god and “was brought from 
nothing into being by his Will and power.”72 also, since it is “not of the 
substance of god,” it “does not involve any change in the nature of god.”73 
Therefore, creation has a beginning point in time and it is subject to change. 
Jesus christ, the son, could never have been a created being or he, too, 
would have had a beginning to his existence and a change in his nature, 
from non-existence to existence, and therefore he could not be deity. Thus, 
John destroys the argument of arius and emphasizes that Jesus, the eternal 
son, has always existed with the father. however, it is likely that John had 
in mind the muslim belief that Jesus is not the son of god and therefore not 
divine, rather than the waning heresy of arius. having lived and worked 

66. ibid., 1.8, p. 178.
67. alexander of alexandria, Depositio Arii 2, anf 4:70.
68. of 1.8, p. 178.
69. ibid.
70. ibid.
71. ibid., 1.8, p. 179.
72. ibid., 1.8, p. 178.
73. ibid.
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under the “heresy of the ishmaelites,” it seems like John would have been 
keen to provide a counter to their false beliefs.

in the next section, John develops the nature of divine generation 
and procession, especially in the relationship of the father and the son. 
he makes references to the teachings of the holy catholic and apostolic 
church in a similar manner to his earlier use of a creedal structure in order 
to maintain the sense that his views flow out of the church, its creeds and 
the scripture upon which both the church and the creeds were founded. 
This link to authority is an important step in establishing the subsequent 
authority of his own teaching, especially if he had his islamic counterparts 
in mind. in the relationship of the father and son, John echoes the cap-
padocians when he says that in all things the son is “like the father except in 
the father’s being unbegotten.”74 so the father and son exist simultaneously 
together “without time or change or passion,”75 in relation to their shared 
nature, but they are still separate in that the father is unbegotten while the 
son is eternally begotten of the father. John then attempts to illustrate what 
he acknowledges is “in a manner beyond understanding”76 through the use 
of an analogy concerning fire and the light that is produced. The light and 
the fire exist simultaneously, and “just as the light is ever being begotten of 
the fire, is always in it, and is in no way separated from it, so also is the son 
begotten of the father without in any way being separated from him, but 
always existing in him.”77 The main difference, of course, is that the light 
has no existence outside of the fire and both are of a created and changeable 
order, while the son “does have his own individual existence apart from 
that of the father.”78 The important distinction that John is making is that 
when we understand the fullness of the distinction of the son’s begetting, 
we will better understand the nature of the godhead. in order to clarify the 
distinction of begetting, John emphasizes the point that the holy spirit is 
not begotten of the father, but rather “proceeds” from the father. it may be 
important to note that John consistently refers to the procession of the holy 
spirit as from the father only. The holy spirit may proceed “through” the 
son and be found “in” the son, but the procession of the holy spirit only 
takes place “from” the father. in fact, John likes to refer to the three persons 

74. ibid., 1.8, p. 181.
75. ibid., 1.8, p. 180.
76. ibid.
77. ibid.
78. ibid.
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(ὑπόστασεις) as the unbegotten (father), the begotten (son) and the one 
who proceeds (holy spirit).79 

since the terms “unbegotten” and “begotten” can also be used of cre-
ated man, John explains that there is an important distinction in the use of 
these terms. While adam was unbegotten, since he was created by god of 
unhuman substance, and eve was also unbegotten, since she was created 
from a part of adam and not through begetting, their son seth was begotten 
since he was the product of his parents. Though all three were brought into 
existence through different means, they were still of the same human nature, 
and therefore “consubstantial,” and though they all came into existence dif-
ferently, they were different only “in the manner of their existence.”80 Thus, 
with humans, they can be consubstantial and differ only in their modes of 
existence. however, there is a crucial distinction between the manner of 
created existence and that of the trinity. John employs the use of two greek 
words to explain that distinction, ἀγενητόν and ἀγεννητόν (with the double 
“ν”). The former “means that which has not been created” and therefore 
can be applied to all three persons of the trinity since they are “uncreated 
and of the same substance.”81 This use of the term cannot, however, be ap-
plied to humans since there was a time when they were created and came 
into existence. The first term, ἀγενητόν, also indicates that the essence of 
the godhead is different from that of created beings since the former has 
no origin and the latter “is created, or originated.”82 in fact, the applica-
tion can only be made in reference to god since all things, or effects, had 
their cause in god, the only uncaused cause. on the other hand, the word 
ἀγεννητόν “means that which has not been begotten.”83 While this term, in 
reference to creatures, “does not imply any difference in essence,”84 there is 
an important distinction in reference to the father. in a technical sense, all 
created things were “unbegotten,” but only because god first created them 
uniquely. Thereafter they were begotten of their same nature or essence. in 
regard to the father, however, he is the same substance (οὐσία) of the son, 
but “the father alone is unbegotten in so far as he does not have his be-
ing from another person.”85 Therefore, the father is both unoriginate and 
unbegotten. While the son may also be unoriginate, without beginning and 

79. ibid., 1.8, p. 181.
80. ibid.
81. ibid., 1.8, p. 182.
82. ibid., 1.8, p. 181.
83. ibid.
84. ibid.
85. ibid., 1.8, p. 182.
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independent of time, the son is begotten of the substance of the father. The 
problem here is that if “begotten” refers to a time when something did not 
exist, as with created things, how could the son still be unoriginate with the 
father while being begotten of him, since the implication of the father’s 
unbegotten state is that “he does not have his being from another person.”86 
The son, however, does have his being from another person, the father. in 
order to demonstrate that while the son is begotten, he is also unoriginate, 
and therefore different in his essence than created things, John appeals to 
scripture, to the concept of causality and to the analogy of the fire. after 
reminding his readers that ultimately the concept of begetting in reference 
to the godhead is “beyond understanding,” he also reminds them that the 
“terms ‘paternity,’ ‘sonship,’ and ‘procession’ . . . were handed down to us 
from scripture.”87 he then attempts to settle the issue by an appeal to cau-
sality. in reference to created things, there is a cause who brings them into 
existence, and therefore there is a change in their status from non-being to 
being. however, in the case of the son there was never a time when he was 
not, for that would indicate a change in his being and therefore a refutation 
of his deity status. Thus, the son has to be “begotten of the substance of 
the father without beginning and independently of time.”88 This means that 
the father does not come “before the son either in time or in nature,”89 but 
rather that the father is “naturally the cause of the son” in that “the son is 
begotten of the father, and not the father of the son.”90 

The father causes the son, not the other way around, much like the 
light from the fire is caused by the fire which is its source. The father is the 
source of the son, but unlike the fire and the light in the analogy, since the 
light is only a natural property of the fire and does not have a separate “hy-
postasis” from the fire, the son does have a separate hypostasis (ὑπόστασις) 
while sharing the same substance (οὐσία) with the father. moreover, in 
this relationship the father “does all things whatsoever through his only-
begotten son . . . as through a natural and distinctly subsistent force.”91 This 
description of the relationship, where each is in each since “the son in a 
perfect individual substance inseparable from that of the father”92 alludes 
again to the perichoretical nature of the father and son in that there is con-

86. ibid.
87. ibid.
88. ibid.
89. ibid.
90. ibid.
91. ibid., 1.8, p. 183.
92. ibid.



John of Damascus,  first ap olo gist to the muslims186

stant movement in the father eternally begetting the son who is eternally 
expressing the nature of the father. There is, of course, a third person in this 
relationship, the holy spirit, and John now moves on to developing the one 
who “proceeds from the father.”93 

andrew louth comments that in the third section in chapter 8, John 
“brings together refinements in the understanding of the procession of the 
holy spirit that have been determinative for later orthodox theology.”94 
similar concepts, louth continues, can be found in athanasius and Didy-
mos, especially in the way the spirit “abides” in the son, but John takes the 
concept further and “speaks of an eternal resting of the spirit in the son, 
manifest in the oikonomia (ὀικονομία) where the spirit rests or abides on 
the son. similarly with the spirit as the manifestation of the son: this takes 
place in the oikonomia, but it depends on the eternal self-manifestation of 
the son in the spirit.”95 This concept of the spirit abiding on the son and the 
son in the spirit as the father is in the son gives us a richer description of 
the perichoretical relationship. The mutual indwelling of the father and son 
is extended so as to include the holy spirit in the same coinherence with the 
other hypostases. earlier John presents the holy spirit as the companion 
of the Word, the one who makes the Word “manifest.”96 a little further 
on John presents the holy spirit as the bond between the first and second 
persons: “he is the median of the unbegotten and the begotten (father and 
son) and he is joined with the father through the son.”97 There is a unity in 
the community that has no beginning and no end, just like a circle, in this 
“circle-dance” of the one god who is there. 

in this section, John again utilizes the structure of a creed in order to 
legitimize the introduction of the holy spirit as fully god and as one who 
is “adored and glorified together with the father and son as consubstantial 
and co-eternal with them.”98 in regard to the father, John has developed 
the idea of the hypostasis who is uncreated and unbegotten. in regard to the 
son, John has explored the concept of the hypostasis who is uncreated and 
eternally begotten. now he turns to the hypostasis who is uncreated and 
proceeds eternally from the father through the son. The prepositions are 
extremely important in all these cases, for the filioque controversy, which 

93. ibid.
94. louth, St. John Damascene, 109.
95. ibid., 109–10. see also fortescue, The Greek Fathers, 225; and Bobrinskoy, The 

Mystery of the Trinity, 71.
96. of 1.7, p. 175.
97. ibid., 1.13, p. 200.
98. ibid., 1.8, p. 183.
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John seems to be unaware of at this time,99 was based on the belief that the 
holy spirit proceeded from both the father and the son. John, on the other 
hand, is very careful to portray the procession of the holy spirit as coming 
from the father only, who is the source, then, for both the holy spirit and 
the son. if the holy spirit also proceeded from the son, then how could 
there only be one source? John does seem to be aware of this problem and 
therefore emphasizes that while the holy spirit “abides” in the son and is 
“communicated through the son,” his procession comes from the father 
only.100 like the son, the holy spirit is “distinctly subsistent and exists in his 
own person” and has everything the father and son have “except the being 
unbegotten and the being begotten.”101 Thus, “whatsoever the son has from 
the father the spirit also has, including his very being.”102 in this relation-
ship, therefore, the only essential difference between the three persons is 
that the father is unbegotten, the son is eternally begotten and the holy 
spirit eternally proceeds. although John admits that it is beyond compre-
hension to truly understand these differences, he does concede that they 
must be “one simple essence, eminently and antecedently perfect, in three 
persons,”103 without being compounded, since that would make them im-
perfect. The only way this “unity within a community” could exist, then, is 
for the three persons to exist in one another, “uncompounded and without 
confusion.”104 otherwise there would not be the eternal motion that is the 
still point of the turning world: The unbegotten father eternally begetting 
the son through whom the holy spirit is being communicated to the world; 
who in turn proceeds from the father and glorifies the son, and together, 
both the son and the holy spirit bring glory to the father, as the three are 
one and the one god is three in a unity of community that is the dance, the 
perichoresis, the motion that never ceases and yet is in all as each person is 
in one another; and still there is only one, for, as John concludes, “god and 
his Word and his spirit are really one god.”105

99. louth, St. John Damascene, 108.
100. of 1.8, p. 184.
101. ibid.
102. ibid.
103. ibid., 1.8, p. 185.
104. ibid.
105. ibid.
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the trInIty In heresy of the IshmaelItes

in this section, John’s explanation of the trinity in his theological master-
piece, Orthodox Faith, will be compared to his treatment of the trinity in 
his polemical works on islam. The main questions to be answered are, first, 
did his theological works develop from his apologetic works, or was it the 
reverse? second, is it possible that both formats worked dialectically to ex-
press and develop each other? Third, could islam have acted to motivate 
John to write his theological works as well as his apologetic treatises? in his 
main treatise against islam, Heresy of the Ishmaelites, John addressed the 
saracens’ denial of the divinity of christ and their absolute rejection of the 
triune nature of god. The followers of muhammad considered belief in a 
trinity to be the greatest of all blasphemies, since in their view it associated 
a created being with the eternal god. They called this sin “shirk,” and those 
who associated another with god were called “mushrikun.” for example, 
the Qur’an states in 5:72–73 that, “They do blaspheme who say: ‘allah is 
christ the son of mary’ . . . Whoever joins other gods with allah—allah will 
forbid him the garden, and the fire will be his abode . . . They do blaspheme 
who say: allah is one of three in a trinity: for there is no god except one 
god.” also in surah 9:31 we find that the ishmaelites were “commanded to 
worship but one allah: there is no god but he. praise and glory to him: (far 
is he) from having the partners they associate (with him).” however, the 
Qur’an also acknowledges that Jesus christ is known as both the “Word of 
god” and the “spirit of god.” in surah 4:171 we find the words: “o people 
of the Book! commit no excesses in your religion: nor say of allah aught but 
the truth. christ Jesus the son of mary was (no more than) a messenger of 
allah, and his Word, which he bestowed on mary and a spirit proceeding 
from him: so believe in allah and his messengers. say not ‘trinity’: desist: 
it will be better for you: for allah is one god.” These verses are found in por-
tions of the Qur’an with which John seems to have been familiar,106 and in 
his response John acknowledges that the ishmaelites accepted Jesus christ 
as god’s Word and spirit. he then raises a very important question: “since 
you also say that christ is Word and spirit of god, why do you accuse us of 
being associators?”107 as John has so meticulously explained in his Ortho-
dox Faith, he also argued in his treatise against the ishmaelites that god’s 
Word and spirit must be inseparable from god. moreover, if god’s Word 
and spirit are outside of god, as the ishmaelites seemed to imply, then god 
must be without his Word and spirit, and therefore, according to John, mu-

106. see the chapter on the Heresy of the Ishmaelites.
107. her 69–70.
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tilated or torn apart. Thus, while the saracens accused christians of being 
“associators” (mushrikun) because they associated christ with god, John 
accused the saracens of being “mutilators” (koptas) of god because they 
ripped god’s spirit and Word away from him. This argument became one 
of the most popular ones developed by John and was used for centuries as 
christians confronted muslims in the defense of the trinity. perhaps the rea-
son for the success of John’s argument is that it is based on his foundational 
theological explanations of the nature and roles of the three persons of the 
trinity in his Orthodox Faith. This raises a very important question. could 
John have written his Orthodox Faith as a defense of the faith in light of the 
hegemony of islam? is it possible that the development of John’s apologetic 
approach was based on his understanding of orthodox theology, and that 
his doctrinal explanation developed as a response to the misunderstandings 
of the belief systems surrounding John, like islam? louth reminds us that, 
“christological doctrine did not develop on its own, but as a response to a 
series of misunderstandings of what faith in christ entailed.”108 if this oc-
curred in relation to christological misunderstandings, surely it would have 
been present in regard to trinitarian ones. This certainly seems to be the 
case when we examine John’s polemical writings. 

in Orthodox Faith, John takes great care to show that it was neces-
sary that the Word had always existed in the godhead: “for there never 
was a time when god the Word was not.”109 also, unlike human speech, 
which dissipates in the air, the Word of god is always subsistent, “always 
existing in him.”110 John makes it clear that the Word could not be “outside 
of ‘god,’ but since the Word is always begotten of the father, he “must be 
always existing, living, perfect, distinctly subsistent, and having all things 
that his Begetter has.”111 Thus, the argument found in John’s Heresy seems 
to be reflected in Orthodox Faith, and the theological underpinning of the 
argument in Heresy is more developed in Orthodox Faith. They work in tan-
dem with each other. We also see this same argument developed in John’s 
Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen.

108. see louth, St. John Damascene, 155–56.
109. of 1.6, p. 174.
110. ibid.
111. ibid.
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the trInIty In dIsputatIon bet Ween a 
chrIstIan and a saracen

in his treatise, the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen, John also 
raises the issue of Jesus being the Word and spirit of god: “i will ask you 
this, ‘Before god created the spirit and the Word did he have neither spirit 
nor Word?’”112 This is the same issue he raised in Heresy and in Orthodox 
Faith, explaining that “god is not without a Word,” and “there never was 
a time when god the Word was not.”113 a little further in his Disputation, 
when John is explaining the two natures of christ, he writes that “the pre-
eternal Word of god is one . . . for indeed, a fourth person has not been 
added to the trinity.”114 This reference to a “fourth person of the trinity” 
is also mentioned in Orthodox Faith, where John writes, “his two natures 
belong to the one person and the one subsistence of the Word of god . . . 
Thus, i do not add a fourth person to the trinity—god forbid!”115 hence, 
in both John’s Orthodox Faith and his Disputation, reference to the Word as 
a “fourth person” is vehemently denied.

These close comparisons found in different works by John provide 
strong evidence for the inter-developmental production of these ideas. 
We may say that one source, perhaps his theological writings, provided 
the foundation for his apologetic works, or perhaps his apologetic works 
were later refined and developed in his theological works, or perhaps they 
interacted with each other as different expressions of the same ideas. it is 
also feasible to infer that the theological controversies that inspired John to 
pen his polemical treatises against islam could also have served as a cata-
lyst for his polemical works on such similar subjects as the Jacobite faction 
or manichaeism. even though orthodox christians had remonstrated for 
centuries before John concerning what they considered to be errors in the 
belief systems of Jacobites and manicheans, the greater freedom and growth 
these heresies received under islamic rule may have prompted John to not 
only re-engage with them polemically, but to also use them as proxy argu-
ments against islam. Thus, the common background to these works may 
have been the growth of islam as it began to dominate both John’s religious 
and political worlds. 

for example, in his criticism of the Byzantine church, Kenneth scott 
latourette suggested that one of the characteristics of the time of John of 

112. Dis 5.18–20.
113. of 1.6, p. 174.
114. Dis 8.10–12.
115. of 3.8, p. 285.
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Damascus was “the growing sterility in theological thought.”116 according to 
some scholars, even John seemed to have little to add to theological thought 
other than to summarize the orthodox views of his predecessors. as for the 
cause of this sterility, latourette suggests that it may have been a result of 
the Byzantine realm’s defensive posture against encroaching invaders from 
the persian empire and subsequently from the arab world. in John’s works, 
we can certainly trace these defensive themes in his specific writings against 
islam. is it possible that his treatises against the iconoclasts, manichaeans, 
monophysites, and nestorians, as well as his popular treatise on doctrine, 
the Fountain of Knowledge, were also written in response to the growth of 
islamic theology and hegemony? if this is the case, then we should notice 
the same themes and arguments in both his treatises against islam as well as 
his writings against the pervading christian heresies of his day. We should 
also find these common elements addressed in his doctrinal writings, such 
as his Orthodox Faith, since his theology should form the foundation of 
his apologetics. if a pattern is present linking these works together, then it 
is feasible to postulate that his common desire was to instruct christians 
in the fundamentals of the christian faith in order to defend their beliefs 
against their detractors and refute error. The Byzantines were too far away, 
the manichaeans were too weak, and the christological heresies were no 
more than a nuisance. The real challenger was the continuing growth and 
dominance of islam. could this situation have met his view on every hori-
zon and prompted his words in all his apologetic writings? let us examine 
some of these arguments in order to determine the extent to which this view 
can be supported. 

Icono cl asm

leo iii, the Byzantine emperor, issued an edict in 726 banning the ven-
eration of christian icons in places of worship.117 John responded strongly 
against leo’s edict in his three treatises On the Divine Images.118 John argued 
that the incarnation of christ provided a visible form of worship of the in-
visible god. Therefore, the veneration of icons, which focused a worshiper’s 
adoration on the person of christ, should be considered a viable form of 
worship in the church.119 it is possible, however, that the destruction of im-

116. latourette, A History of Christianity, 313.
117. Deanesly, The History of the Medieval Church, 75–76.
118. DiV (also louth, St. John Damascene, xv).
119. DiV 12; 1.4, 22; 1.8, 24; for example, John states, “i do not venerate matter, i 

venerate the fashioner of matter, who became matter for my sake and accepted to dwell 
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ages in palestine was the prior underlying source of John’s motivation for 
writing his treatises against Byzantine iconoclasm. During that time, some 
Byzantines believed they had lost god’s favor due to rampant idolatry and 
blamed themselves for the islamic takeover. Thus, in the Byzantine empire, 
iconoclasm became one of the measures enacted to restore the favor of god 
and prevent further encroachment by the muslims. in palestine, however, it 
may have been an edict enacted by Yazid ii120 in 721 that had a greater initial 
effect on John of Damascus. The edict of Yazid ii called for the purging of 
any image in churches in the region:

every kind of pictorial representation, be it on boards or in wall-
mosaics or on holy vessels or altar-cloths, or anything else of the 
sort that is found in all christian churches, should be obliterated 
and entirely destroyed; not only these, but also all the effigies 
that are set up as decoration in the marketplaces of cities.121 

evidence for this purge of images in muslim-dominated lands has 
recently been found in a number of eighth-century churches in the area. 
The strange thing, however, is that often only a portion of the mosaics were 
damaged. robert schick, an archaeologist studying the phenomenon, be-
lieves that the evidence demonstrates that while the call for the destruction 
of images in the churches was “probably inspired by muslim laws prohibit-
ing the depiction of any living being,” the gentle re-arrangement of many 
of the mosaic tiles seems to suggest that it was the christians themselves 
who “desecrated” the images.122 unlike the iconoclasts in Byzantium, who 
only destroyed sacred images, the palestinian “re-arrangers” defaced many 
images of animals and ordinary people, which would suggest their attention 
to muslim objections. Thus, John of Damascus could have been reacting to 
Yazid ii’s edict of 721 calling for the destruction of icons and images. even 
the cross was desecrated. The palestinian mosaics may have had only gentle 
defacement, but the reason for the action was directly due to the muslims, 
not leo iii.

louth, however, maintains that John’s treatises are specifically against 
the Byzantine form of iconoclasm. even though John lived his whole life 
within a muslim context, he still identified himself as a Byzantine priest, 
loyal to the emperor in his civil duties (though adamantly opposed to the 

in matter and through matter worked my salvation,” 1.16, 29.
120. Yazid ii was the ninth umayyad caliph, serving from 720 to 724.
121. schick, “The image Destroyers,” 5.
122. ibid., 2.
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emperor’s usurpation of ecclesiastical matters).123 it is true that John’s main 
criticism seemed to be concentrated on the Byzantine form, which attacked 
sacred images only and not mere images of living beings. however, he was 
certainly aware of the type of iconoclasm taking place under the pressure of 
the muslims. John’s reaction could still have been initiated by the destruc-
tion he saw around him in his own country as a result of muslim demands 
and their call for the destruction of icons as well as the removal of the cross.124 
louth also maintains that John’s writings were probably not distributed in 
the Byzantine empire and therefore not well known in Byzantium before his 
death.125 however, the anathema at hieria in aD 754 seems to counter this 
view and indicates that his arguments were indeed well known and caused 
enough of a stir that he received a four-fold anathema:

to mansur of evil name, saracen at heart, anathema!

to mansur, the image-worshipper and writer of falsehoods, 
anathema!

to mansur, who denied christ and betrayed his sovereign, 
anathema!

to mansur, the teacher of impious doctrine and the perverter of 
holy scripture, anathema!126 

Thus, John may have targeted his writing against the Byzantine em-
pire, but he was probably also reacting to the local pressure from the islamic 
form of iconoclasm.

manIchaeIsm

What about heretical beliefs that seemed to flourish again due to the relative 
freedom they enjoyed under the new regime? The practice of manichaeism, 
for example, was largely dead in the Byzantine empire of the eighth century. 
however, the tolerance for “people of the book” in the umayyad empire 
may have encouraged a resurgence of manichaeism in the region.127 The 
danger of dualism, a good deity versus an evil deity, which was a core belief 
of the manichaeans, was seen as a threat by Byzantine christians. John of 

123. louth, St. John Damascene, 205.
124. DiV, 12. in fact, John expresses this concern in her, 78–79.
125. louth, St. John Damascene, 197.
126. mansi, xiii, 356, in fortescue, The Greek Fathers, 231.
127. louth, St. John Damascene, 64. see also chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, 

xix; le coz, Jean Damascene, 136; and Zaman, Religion and Politics, 65–66.
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Damascus may have engaged himself with the manichaeans due to these 
concerns. in all, John wrote two works against the manichaeans: the short 
section in his Heresies and a treatise titled Dialogus contra Manichaeus (a 
Dialogue against the manichees),128 as well as four chapters in his Orthodox 
Faith.129 islam, therefore, plays a secondary role in creating an atmosphere 
suitable for the re-kindling of manichaean ideas and practices, which John 
apparently thought were dangerous enough to write against. Thus, the ar-
gument concerning the trinity against the manichaeans may have actually 
been aimed at islam. louth writes, “one wonders if the real intellectual con-
text with which John is engaging here is not so much manichee objections to 
christianity, as muslim objections.”130 for example, as John seeks to ridicule 
the manichee position on the principle of beginnings, the manichee coun-
ters him with a question regarding the trinity: “You say that there are three 
hypostases, and how can you say that they must begin from a monad?”131 
John goes on for several pages exploring how the son and spirit derive from 
the father and yet remain one. This could have been a way for John to teach 
christians how they could defend the trinity against the objections of islam 
without confronting islam directly. This would especially be necessary if 
direct criticism of islamic beliefs was becoming dangerous.

louth also gives several reasons why the dialogue against the man-
ichees could have focused more on islam. first, he says that the objections 
to the trinity were similar and would have fit well with the objections of 
islam. in the same way, louth says that issues discussed by John “were also 
of interest to his contemporary muslims, especially the topic of providence 
and creaturely free will, which was hotly disputed in muslim circles under 
the umayyads.”132 The theological problems raised fit well within a muslim 
context. in fact, louth conjectures that, “given that these are issues that 
engaged his muslim contemporaries, and the fact that John at one point 
seeks to respond to problems raised by the christian doctrine of the trinity, 
one might conjecture that this dialogue was indeed a rhetorical exercise, 
composed when John was in contact with muslims, with his ears full of their 
debates and their taunts against christianity.”133 This dialogue may have also 
been a way to present arguments against islam “under cover” without rais-

128. Kotter iV, 351–98.
129. see of 92–95, pp. 383–89.
130. louth, St. John Damascene, 66. see also Thomas, Syrian Christians under Islam, 

37.
131. Manichaean 4.1–2. Quoted in louth, St. John Damascene, 66. 
132. louth, St. John Damascene, 70.
133. ibid., 71.
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ing undue attention to the writer. louth writes, “if this work does belong 
to John’s time in Damascus, we might see in it a safe way for John to think 
through arguments that were hotly contentious among muslim thinkers, as 
well as work out a defense against muslim objections to christianity in a 
way that would not attract unwelcome attention.”134 another way to present 
arguments against islam without direct exposure may have been through 
proxy apologetic critiques of popular christian heresies that revealed is-
lamic misunderstandings of core christian doctrine. 

monophysItIsm and nestorIanIsm

andrew louth has reminded us that christology developed through cor-
recting misunderstandings in the various views of christ.135 as chapter 
one of this book has indicated, this was also true of the development of the 
doctrine of the trinity. inaccurate and inadequate views of how the one god 
related to the three persons of the trinity forced christian theologians to 
develop more precise definitions and more logical explanations. The creeds 
served to crystallize these benchmarks of the faith, but continual outbreaks 
of heretical views forced those in the orthodox position to re-contextualize 
the new threats and re-assert orthodox beliefs, sometimes having to come 
up with new definitions or more precise interpretations. in the time of John, 
the resurgence of christological and trinitarian heresies likely motivated 
John to compose his theological work (OF) as well as his apologetical trea-
tises. some of these were direct defenses of orthodox faith against chris-
tian heresies, but even then it was often against the backdrop of islamic 
hegemony.

one of those heresies was monophysitism,136 or the belief of those who 
denied there was a distinction in the two natures of christ. This view existed 
before John’s time and was still prevalent in arabia and the fringe regions of 
the Byzantine empire, providing a constant theological threat to chalcedo-
nian christianity. monophysites taught that christ essentially had one com-
posite nature (the human nature was absorbed by the divine nature). This 
was sometimes thought to create a new third nature, or tertium quid.137 The 

134. ibid.
135. louth, St. John Damascene, 155–56. “christological doctrine did not develop 

on its own, but as a response to a series of misunderstandings of what faith in christ 
entailed.”

136. John wrote three treatises against the monophysites: Against the Jacobites, Let-
ter on the Thrice-Holy Hymn, and On the Composite nature against the Acephali.

137. house, Charts of Christian Theology And Doctrine, 54.
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monophysites argued that it was absurd to distinguish between nature and 
hypostasis because then there would be the possibility of “nature without 
any concrete reality” or “essence without a person.”138 however, as John ex-
plained, in the incarnation it is possible to have nature, or essence, distinct 
from the person, or hypostasis because, though both are necessary, there is a 
distinction between the kind of thing that something is and the thing itself.139 
in other words, Jesus christ was not a composite nature, but a composition 
of two natures joined hypostatically in one person. Thus, the incarnate Jesus 
is wholly divine in his divinity and wholly human in his humanity, yet still 
one person in reference to the godhead. since muslims did not believe in 
the incarnation of christ, John’s arguments against the monophysites could 
have provided christians with another way to understand the proper beliefs 
concerning christ’s incarnation. This would have allowed christians to bet-
ter refute the islamic denial of the incarnation itself.

on the opposite side of the spectrum was nestorianism.140 The nesto-
rians, also known as the “church of the east,”141 taught that Jesus christ had 
two natures as well as two persons. John agreed with the nestorians in their 
view of christ’s immutability (in reference to his divine nature). however, in 
their over-emphasis of this single attribute, they rejected the one hypostasis 
of christ by separating his two natures in such a way that they ended up 
advocating two separate persons, or hypostases as well, one divine and one 
human. in John’s De Haeresibus, he writes that 

The nestorians hold that god the Word exists by himself and 
separately, and that his humanity exists by itself. and the more 
humble of the lord’s actions during his sojourn among us they 
attribute to his humanity alone, whereas the more noble and 
those befitting the divinity they ascribe to god the Word alone. 
But they do not attribute the both to the same person.142 

louth writes that John “argues that their failure to distinguish properly 
between hypostasis and nature renders their position open to all sorts of 

138. Jacobitas 11.1–3. Εἰ γὰρ μή ἐστι φύσις ἀνυπόστατος, οὒτε μὴν οὐσία ἀπρόσωπος 
οὐδ᾽ αὖ πάλιν ἀνούσιος ὑπόστασίς τε καὶ πρόσωπον οὐ γάρ ἐστιν, ἀλλ᾽οὐ ταὐτὸν 
οὐσία τε καὶ ὑπόστασις οὐδὲ φύσις καὶ πρόσωπον.

139. louth, St. John Damascene, 159. see also letham, Holy Trinity, 279.
140. John wrote two works against the nestorians (or more accurately, one based on 

another): Against the Nestorians is a rendition of a dialogue, On the Faith, Against the 
Nestorians. see louth, St. John Damascene, 173.

141. Baum and Winkler, The Church of the East, 7.
142. John of Damascus, Heresy 81, “The nestorians,” found in chase, Saint John of 

Damascus, 138.
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error.”143 John taught that the orthodox chalcedonian view, which was his 
position, put forward a middle way between the nestorians and the mono-
physites. instead of christ having two natures and two hypostases, as the 
nestorians believed, or a composite nature, which the Jacobites favored, the 
orthodox chalcedonian formula taught that christ had two distinct natures 
in one person, or hypostasis. again, a proper understanding of the interac-
tion between christ’s two natures and his one hypostasis would help chris-
tian apologists better defend their beliefs in the face of muslim challenges.

The ultimate concern for John in confronting these heresies was to 
inform christians about the false views so that they would not be misled. 
he addressed these two heresies in his theological work (of) as well as his 
polemical works. Whether he was speaking theologically or apologetically, 
his message to christians was the same: know what you believe, be able to 
defend your beliefs, and be ready to confront and refute error. This admoni-
tion was true whether it was meant in response to iconoclastic errors, chris-
tological heresies or challenges from islam. John’s apologetics flowed out of 
his theology and he developed his theology in order to lay a foundation for 
his apologetics. Therefore, since islam was involved through opening up 
the theological playing field for previously subdued christological heresies, 
as well as initiating iconoclastic events in syria, and also challenging the 
core doctrines of christianity, most, if not all, of John’s writings reflected 
some type of influence from the religion that was increasingly dominating 
his world. 

conclusIon

The doctrine of the trinity is one of the uncompromising beliefs of chris-
tianity. in John’s treatment of this subject in his Orthodox Faith, he gleaned 
from the church fathers who had preceded him in order to produce a stan-
dard explanation of the trinity for those who would follow. The first half 
of this chapter, therefore, summarizes John’s explanation of the trinity and 
analyzes key concepts of this crucial doctrine. it is important to understand 
John’s theological understanding of this doctrine so that his treatment of the 
trinity in his apologetic works can be compared.

in the latter half of this chapter, John’s view of the trinity, as repre-
sented in his theological work Orthodox Faith, was compared to his defense 
of the trinity against islam in the Heresy of the Ishmaelites and the Dispu-
tation between a Christian and a Saracen. not only were common themes 

143. louth, St. John Damascene, 173. see also pelikan, The Spirit of Eastern Christen-
dom, 82.
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detailed, but it was shown that similar wording was also employed. These 
same themes were also developed in John’s polemical writings against non-
muslim beliefs such as manichaeism, which was outside of christianity, as 
well as the monophysites and the nestorians, who were considered to hold 
to christological heresies within christianity. These “proxy arguments” may 
have enabled John to address the muslim challenges while remaining under 
the cover of critiquing a local heresy or a general religious dispute. in ad-
dition, the overlapping themes suggest that John of Damascus’ apologetic 
interaction with islamic theology, as well as non-muslim heretical views, 
molded the way he presented the orthodox doctrine of the trinity, as is 
found in his Orthodox Faith. Throughout this process, both aspects of his 
work seem to have developed in response to the growth of islamic theol-
ogy and hegemony. to counter this expansion, John’s apologetic model 
was developed in order to support his views that christianity was the true 
faith and, therefore, superior to islam. later, John’s successors, especially 
Theodore abu Qurrah, carried his work a step farther by upgrading John’s 
apologetic approach so that orthodox christian theology, which had been 
standardized by John, could deal more specifically with the developing is-
lamic theology. it is now time to examine John’s apologetic approach as well 
as the way his successors adopted and adapted this approach for their own 
apologetic ends.
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The Development of John’s Apologetic 
Approach

What Was the reason for WrItIng agaInst 
Isl am?

at the end of the seventh century, as noted in chapter 3, a number of chris-
tians, whether orthodox or heterodox, viewed the muslim conquests of that 
century as a punishment for their sins and their lack of following christ.1 
in the beginning, the Jews, nestorians and Jacobites seemed to fare better 
under saracen rule than under Byzantine rule, which favored the melkites, 
but in time they realized that the new regime was becoming increasingly 
hostile and demanding to any form of belief system other than its own.2 
During the first centuries of islamic rule, more and more christians saw 
that the only opportunity for advancement in society was in converting to 
islam. John recognized the need to stem this flow of christians converting 
to islam and constructed simple dialogues to illustrate how christians could 
give reasonable responses to the theological issues raised by the saracens. 
one of the difficulties in developing an adequate apologetic approach with 
islam, however, was that there were so many irreducible differences be-
tween the two belief systems.3 This problem was exacerbated in the time of 

1. Kaegi, “initial Byzantine reactions to the arab conquest,” 139–49. see also 
saadi, “nascent islam,” 219.

2. lamoreaux, “early eastern christian responses to islam,” 3–31.
3. Daniel, Islam and the West, 335–36. Daniel writes that in regard to christianity 
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John of Damascus because christians rejected the teachings of the saracens 
without really knowing what they were rejecting, and the saracens often had 
misunderstandings of the christian doctrine that they had rejected. even af-
ter christians had lived two centuries under islamic rule, John meyendorff 
writes that a scholar named nicetas Byzantinos, a ninth-century resident 
of constantinople and a follower of photius, did not really seem to under-
stand the religion of the muslims, even though he had several translations 
of the Qur’an. meyendorff concludes that, like many Byzantines of the time, 
his polemics “illustrate the permanent misunderstanding between the two 
cultures and the two religious mentalities.”4 how could John of Damascus, 
then, as a writer and an apologist in the first century of this controversy, 
develop a way so that christians could understand the beliefs of their op-
ponents, stand strong in the face of growing controversy, and always be 
prepared to give an answer?

The Need for Apologetics in the Time of John 

During the first centuries of islam, there was a difference in approach be-
tween christians who lived within the islamic world and those who lived 
outside. outsiders were often quite polemical and caustic.5 Within the is-
lamic world, however, more diplomacy and dialogue was carried out. This 
was true of John of Damascus as well, especially since he worked for the ca-
liph himself as the chief financial administrator. although John considered 
islam a heresy, nazir-ali concedes that he was concerned about being fair 
in his treatment of their scripture and theological positions.6 John knew 
the views of the saracen scriptures and used logic to argue that if christ is 
the Word and spirit of god then either they are all one god or else shirk7 
is committed since they would otherwise be associating partners with god. 
John’s response also demonstrates that he is aware of how the saracens re-
lated the attributes to the divine essence. Through his understanding, John 
was able to acknowledge commonality of beliefs, especially in the oneness 
of god. This was an important foundation from which dialogue could then 

and islam, “There are irreducible differences between non-negotiable doctrines . . . The 
christian creeds and the Qur’an are simply incompatible and there is no possibility 
of reconciling the content of the two faiths, each of which is exclusive, as long as they 
retain their identities.”

4. meyendorff, “Byzantine Views of islam,” 122.
5 ibid., 115–32.
6. nazir-ali, Conviction and Conflict, 72.
7. shirk is considered the greatest “sin” in islam and refers to associating others 

with god, or in this case, equating Jesus with god.
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proceed. This approach was also practiced by John’s successors. for example, 
Theodore abu Qurrah (d. 820), the Bishop of harran, explained the trinity 
by appealing to the common source for all scripture revealed to the apostles 
and prophets, which he referred to as the “preserved tablet.”8 he also used 
arguments based on his knowledge of the Qur’an to argue for christianity. 
like John, abu Qurrah utilized touchstone points with islam in order to 
promote his specific christian conclusions from a common understand-
ing.9 timothy i, an eighth-century nestorian patriarch whose theological 
dialogue with the caliph has survived,10 showed courtesy to the muslim 
leader, but there is no hint of compromise in what he says. nazir-ali says 
that “the dialogues are full, frank and fair.”11 Besides indicating that the is-
lamic government was still open to respectful theological discussion at this 
time, the dialogue shows that timothy was aware of the christology of the 
Qur’an and used this knowledge in his argument. These christian leaders 
were concerned with the number of christian believers converting to islam, 
but they still maintained diplomacy and decorum in their interaction with 
the dominant muslims and they favored dialogue as the mode for exchang-
ing ideas. as we shall see, John of Damascus may have been the first one to 
develop a form of dialogical apologetics against islam, and he not only “set 
the tone for medieval perceptions of islam,” but his views “continued to be a 
major factor until the end of the renaissance.”12

John’s Influence

alexander golitzin notes that a number of scholars do not think that John 
of Damascus was very creative in his thinking or influential in his writing. 
his position as the last of the church fathers is often defined as “occupying 
the place of a relatively unoriginal—if highly intelligent—compiler of the 
prior tradition and thus also as a stepping stone to the newly creative age of 
[western] medieval scholasticism.”13 Yet, there were a number of areas where 
John was quite influential in the Byzantine world, which always remained 

8. nazir-ali, Conviction and Conflict, 72.
9. see griffith, “muslims and church councils”; and griffith, “John of Damascus 

and the church in syria in The umayyad era.”
10. Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 472–75. see also griffith, Shadow, 45–48.
11. nazir-ali, Conviction and Conflict, 73.
12. lumbard, Islam, Fundamentalism, and the Betrayal of Tradition, 146.
13. carey, Biographical Dictionary of Christian Theologians, 283. see also mcgiffert, 

A History of Christian Thought, 308; and meyendorff, Byzantine Theology, 4–5. chase 
reminds us that John’s orthodox faith “is not a mere compilation; it is a new synthesis.” 
see chase, St. John of Damascus, xxvi.
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his “heartland,” as well as the islamic society, which became his “homeland.” 
first of all, John influenced theology for centuries in the eastern orthodox 
tradition. his theological masterpiece, the Orthodox Faith, summarized the 
previous six centuries of orthodox beliefs and organized these views in the 
first summa theologica, which apparently had an influence on Thomas aqui-
nas’ version centuries later.14 his theological prowess is still respected in the 
orthodox church today and his theological clarification continues to bring 
edification and elucidation to many students and worshippers. secondly, 
John greatly influenced the iconoclastic revolution which began in the early 
decades of the eighth century. his three treatises called On the Divine Im-
ages, in which he emphasized that the incarnation of christ provided the 
model of using icons to aid in worship, reached extensively into the territory 
of the Byzantine empire and led to a strong reaction against the iconoclastic 
theology, especially among the monks. he was anathemized for his posi-
tion by a council in 754, but was finally vindicated by the 7th ecumenical 
council at nicaea in 787 after iconoclastic influence was overturned. his 
third main area of influence was in the music and worship world, where 
his hymnody has still left its mark on the orthodox church. even today 
he is considered one of the church’s great hymnologists. While many of his 
works are sung in the eastern tradition, some of his resurrection hymns are 
still popular during easter throughout the catholic and protestant world. in 
regard to the developing islamic world, John of Damascus is perhaps best 
known for his defense of christianity against islam.15 not only did his trea-
tises on the Heresy of the Ishmaelites and the Disputation between a Saracen 
and a Christian help christians prepare for the controversies they would 
encounter, but John was able to provide an apologetic model for dealing 
with islam that was both emulated and further developed for at least the fol-
lowing three centuries. it is to his apologetic approach that we will now turn.

three aspects of John’s apolo getIc approach

David chidester lists three aspects of John’s apologetic approach. first of 
all, John viewed islam as a christian heresy. it is perhaps noteworthy that 
christians did not consider islam at that time to be distinct enough in its 
practices and beliefs to be considered a distinct religion. in fact, it would 
be over 100 years before a christian writer first acknowledges islam as a 

14. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 53. see also ierodiakonou, Byzantine Philoso-
phy, 67; and carey, Biographical Dictionary of Christian Theologians, 283.

15. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 488.
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separate religion.16 Due to John’s perspective on the religion of the ishma-
elites as a heresy, he attacked it as an internal christian problem. secondly, 
John accuses the saracens of reviving pagan idolatry centered on the wor-
ship of the goddess aphrodite, whose image John believed was carved into 
the rock housed in the ka’ba. Thirdly, John attacked the prophet and accused 
muhammad of creating a heresy in order to satisfy his own sexual desires. 
in regard to muhammad, these attacks would escalate in the centuries to 
follow.17

While chidester’s list is helpful, he is unconvincing in his claim that 
John accused the saracens of reviving paganism, especially in the form of 
worshiping aphrodite.18 also, although John’s treatise at one point deals 
with muhammad’s claim of special revelation to cover his lasciviousness, 
evidential and theological considerations have a much greater importance 
for John. instead, John’s apologetic approach can be categorized along the 
following three lines. first John states what the ishmaelites believe. he then 
counters those beliefs with christian scripture and doctrine guided by rea-
son. finally, he refutes the muslim beliefs and argues that they are inferior 
and irrational in comparison to christian doctrine. in all these arguments 
John is either trying to show the superiority of christianity or what he refers 
to as the “foolishness” of the religion of muhammad, more for the sake of 
boosting belief in christianity in the eyes of his christian readers rather 
than offering detailed arguments against the new “heresy,” though he is in-
terested in countering what he sees as their false beliefs.

John’s First Step: Understand (What Does John Know about 
Islam?)

robert hoyland contends that John is well informed about the “islam” of his 
day, and comments on John’s arguments in Heresy of the Ishmaelites:

This composition exerted great influence upon the language, 
tone and content of a subsequent Byzantine polemic against 

16. chidester, Christianity: A Global History, 175. chidester claims that before his 
death in 859 eulogius in spain discounted the prophet of islam as a “demoniac full of 
lies” and “attacked the islamic doctrine of god as a christian heresy, like arianism.” 
in addition to calling islam a christian heresy, chidester claims that eulogius was the 
“first christian to recognize islam as a separate religion.” in this context eulogius called 
islam a “manifestation of the supernatural forces of the world” and attributed its origin 
to the devil. he also viewed muhammad as the antichrist, something that John only 
reserved for the heresy itself. 

17. chidester, Christianity: A Global History, 173–74.
18. John was referring to pre-islamic practices: see her 7–10.
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islam. The subjects of christology, muhammad’s prophethood 
and scripture, worship of the cross and muslim licentiousness, 
as evidenced by the story of Zayd and the description of para-
dise were all to feature time and time again and to be presented 
in the same hostile fashion. But though unsympathetic, the au-
thor is well informed.19 

living and working among the saracens as a respected civil servant 
would have given John privileged access to the leaders in the government 
as well as opportunities to engage the theologians in dialogue. it has already 
been mentioned that John was probably at least bilingual in greek and ara-
bic, and it is almost certain that he would have used syriac in his community 
and church.20 Therefore, as an administrator and later as a theologian, John 
would have had first-hand knowledge of any written documents, such as the 
Qur’an, or major oral accounts of muhammad, such as sira material (since 
ibn ishaq would have been collecting and writing his biography around the 
end of John’s life), as well as some narratives that would later be written 
down in the hadith. Thus, the first step in his apologetic approach was to 
gather and learn as much as possible about the beliefs and traditions of the 
group that he is assessing. 

from the Heresy of the Ishmaelites, we can learn a number of things that 
John knew about the developing religion. first of all, the ishmaelites wor-
shiped one god and claimed to be within the traditions of religions which 
looked back to abraham. They believed that muhammad was a prophet in 
the same tradition as abraham, moses and Jesus, and that he was chosen 
to reveal the final revelation from god. John is aware that this revelation 
supposedly came to muhammad while he was asleep and without witnesses. 
apparently John was familiar with written material since he refers to the 
“writings” (γραφή), and since they were most likely only in arabic, he must 
have had a fairly good grasp of arabic, because his references to the writings 
are very similar to the Qur’an as we have it today. While silence does not 
imply ignorance, it is significant to note that John only mentions material 
from surahs 2–5, and perhaps surahs 112 and 19. These are mostly said to 
be later medinan surahs and tend to deal with administrative, theological 
and legal matters. They do contain some narrative information about mary, 
the mother of Jesus, as well as about Jesus himself. John understood that the 
ishmaelites believed that christ was created in the womb by god and born 
to a virgin, but he also recognized that they only believed Jesus to be a crea-
ture and servant to god and not divine himself. he is aware of the verse that 

19. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 488.
20. lamoreaux, “early eastern christian responses to islam,” 7.



The Development of John’s Apologetic Approach 205

states that Jesus was not crucified, but rather he was taken to heaven where 
god asked Jesus whether he had ever said to the people that he was the “son 
of god and god” (Q. 5:116–17). of course, Jesus is said to deny ever saying 
such a thing since the ishmaelites did not believe that Jesus was god. 

John’s strongest critique focuses on the passage of islamic writing that 
deals with Jesus christ as god’s Word and spirit (Q. 4:169, 171). The ish-
maelites were adamant that Jesus could not be god. This understanding 
may reflect the years of John’s witness to his saracen employers and their 
constant rejection of his beliefs.21 for these points of departure from the 
orthodox view of christianity, John considers this new belief system to be a 
heresy. he also accuses the saracens of idolatry because of what he has heard 
in regard to the ka’ba and the stone that they kiss and venerate. he links this 
practice to the pre-islamic worship of aphrodite, and even had heard that 
the stone still bore the head of this goddess carved into its surface. John 
then makes a peculiar statement that may have significant ramifications. 
he mentions that muhammad “composed many absurd stories and gave 
a title to each one.”22 John mentions four of these titles, the book on The 
Woman, the book of The Table, the book of The Heifer, and one that is not 
in the Qur’an, the book of The Camel of God. if they were still individual 
books, and not collected into one book known as the “Qur’an,” then it is 
possible that the canonization process had not taken place and therefore the 
Qur’an was not yet finalized. at the least, this verifies that John was aware 
of scriptures of some sort and that they were in a written form. from the 
book on The Woman John recounts that there is legal provision for a man 
to take up to four wives and up to a thousand concubines. he is also aware 
of some of the relatively straightforward divorce and marriage procedures 
which would contrast greatly with christian practices. he also recounts in 
detail the story of muhammad falling in love with his adopted son’s wife and 
then urging his adopted son, Zayd, to divorce his wife so that muhammad 
could marry her, justifying his actions because allah had commanded it.23 

The next part of the Heresy is very interesting because the story of the 
Camel of God is not in the present Qur’an, except for a few references. This 
indicates that either John had access to faulty, incomplete documents, or 
that it was subsequently removed from the final Qur’an. after this narrative 

21. louth, St. John Damascene, 71. louth states, “given that these are issues that en-
gaged his muslim contemporaries, and the fact that John at one point seeks to respond 
to problems raised by the christian doctrine of the trinity, one might conjecture that 
this dialogue was indeed a rhetorical exercise, composed when John was in contact 
with muslims, with his ears full of their debates and their taunts against christianity.”

22. her 95–96.
23. her 96–113.
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account John seems to tire of the treatise and quickly mentions two other 
books and some practices of the ishmaelites. in regard to the book on The 
Table, it is curious that John only mentions christ asking for an incor-
ruptible table from god and then receiving it. could it be that in regard 
to this surah he was only familiar with the verse referring to the title of the 
book and the preceding verses referring to Jesus’ dialogue in heaven (Q. 
5:114–15, 116–19), for there are a number of other important issues in this 
long surah? he is also dismissive in regard to the book of The Heifer and 
merely says that it is full of “sayings worthy only of laughter”24 and passes 
over it. he concludes with a list of practices that muhammad apparently 
ordered his followers to do or not to do: circumcision for men and women, 
regulations on what to eat or not to eat, refraining from keeping the sabbath 
and from being baptized, and forbidding the drinking of wine.25 This is not 
a very extensive list, but it at least indicates that practices that were not part 
of christianity were probably already widespread. These would have further 
distinguished the religion of the ishmaelites as a heresy in the eyes of John 
and his readers. taken altogether, John reveals that quite a bit was known 
about this new heresy, and, by his own example, he encourages his readers 
to understand enough about the beliefs of the ishmaelites so that they will 
be able to counter them with logical refutations, as well as biblical ones.

John’s Second Step: Defend (What is “Heretical”?)

The second step in John’s apologetic approach is to counter, guided by rea-
son, what he sees as erroneous beliefs with reference to christian scripture 
and doctrine. since he is mainly writing to christians in order to help them 
understand what he considers to be the heretical nature of this new belief 
system and to keep them from converting, John is selective in his choice 
of practices to critique and seeks to show what he considers to be contra-
dictions and inconsistencies in order to bolster the truth of christianity. it 
is a commendation to John that his arguments were widely disseminated 
through the next three centuries. John may have also believed that the only 
way to fully overcome the ishmaelite beliefs was to put the christian house 
in order, and therefore it was very important to deal strongly with the “er-
rors” with which they were confronted.26 in the Heresy of the Ishmaelites, 

24. her 152–53.
25. her 153–56.
26. see haldon, Byzantium in the Seventh Century, 354. This may also have been 

the reason that John wrote his Orthodox Faith in the first place—to give christians the 
theological understanding they needed in order to combat what John believed to be the 
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John first deals with the origin of the “heresy” and states that it is a forerun-
ner of the antichrist, developed by a false prophet named “mamed,” who 
misunderstood the truth of the old and new testaments and instead led 
his people astray with “heretical pronouncements . . . worthy of laughter.”27 
his appeal to biblical themes such as the “antichrist” and “false prophets” 
allows John to make comparisons between the teachings of muhammad 
and the Bible. it also allows him to raise the status of the Bible in contrast to 
the writings of the ishmaelites. in addition, the reference to the antichrist 
may have alerted the christians of his time to the dangers of these new 
beliefs, since there seemed to be a heightened interest in the end times, and 
apocalyptic teaching was widespread.28 in this context, it was apparently 
very important for John to label muhammad a false prophet so that John 
could identify muhammad as the false prophet that Jesus said would appear 
and deceive the people during the last days (matt. 24:11). The implication 
that muhammad’s understanding was also influenced by an arian monk 
would have given John’s readers an instant association with the teachings 
of an ancient heretic, but it would also explain some of the reasons for the 
interpretation of Jesus as a created being in the writings of muhammad, 
both separate from god and subservient to him. John’s reference to god as 
the “creator of all things” would resonate with christians, but the saracen 
claim that god has “neither been begotten nor has begotten”29 was for John 
a direct affront to the deity of Jesus. moreover, it is curious that the phrase, 
evidently from surah 112, is reversed from the Qur’anic version which states 
“he begetteth not, nor is he begotten (Q. 112:3).” This may indicate that 
John was misquoting from memory, had a faulty copy or perhaps even had 
a variant of the accepted version. Whatever the case, the significance for 
the christian would be that the saracens could not accept the incarnation 
of god in the flesh, and the implication for the saracens would be that even 
though they accepted the idea that “christ is Word and spirit of god,”30 they 
could only view Jesus as “a creature and a servant.”31 for the christian, the 
denial of the deity of christ would be enough to judge the ishmaelite beliefs 
to be a heresy. perhaps this is why John’s main critique of muhammad’s 
religion is centered on christology.32 

growing influence and power of the heresy all around them.
27. her 10–16.
28. Berkey, Formation of Islam, 98.
29. her 17–18.
30. her 69–70.
31. her 19.
32. moffett, “Divided by christ,” 39–40. see also, irwin and sunquist, History of the 
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in the next section, detailing the birth of Jesus to mary, John focuses 
on several events in the life of Jesus which the saracens would say deny the 
incarnation of Jesus, especially if he were only a “prophet and servant of 
god.”33 Though the saracens believed that Jesus was “born without seed 
from mary,” and during the process the “Word of god and the spirit” en-
tered into mary, they still denied that Jesus could be the son of god.34 it 
is interesting that while John mentions that muhammad writes that mary 
was the “sister of moses and aaron,”35 which would be an anachronism, 
he merely states this error without any comment. it may have been merely 
outside the focus of his argument and therefore he did not feel the need to 
pursue it. it may also have been that John wanted to stimulate thoughtful 
reflection on the part of his christian readers so that they would not only 
have a better understanding of the ishmaelite heresy, but that they would 
also be able to respond to further errors that they would encounter in their 
defense of the faith.36 John then points out to his readers that the saracens 
not only deny the deity of Jesus, but that they also deny another central 
christian tenet, the crucifixion of Jesus. Without the crucifixion of Jesus, 
and his subsequent resurrection, John believes that hope in an eternal life 
would be futile thinking for a christian. salvation centered on christ dying 
for the sins of humanity on the cross. Yet, the Qur’an seemed to deny that 
Jesus was crucified by the Jews and even suggested that god instead raised 
Jesus into heaven without dying. John seems to be familiar with the surah 
that describes Jesus standing before god in heaven where he is asked by 
god whether he ever said, “Worship me and my mother as gods in deroga-
tion of allah” (Q. 5:116)? of course Jesus denies ever doing this, but it is 
interesting that John replaces the phrase above with god asking Jesus if he 
ever said, “i am the son of god and god.”37 is this another place where the 
version that John referenced was different, or is John changing the words 
for his own purposes? it is understandable that someone who rejected the 
nature of Jesus as god, as the saracens did, would more easily connect the 
deity issue to mary and her son rather than reflect a christian perspective 
that Jesus is the incarnation of the only god? however, rather than address 
these views of the incarnation that were contrary to the Bible, John brushes 

World Christian Movement, 280; and Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims.
33. her 21–22.
34. her 18–22.
35. her 19.
36.  scharer, “The polemic of the tractate of saint John of Damascus,” 10–11.
37. her 26–27.
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them off as some of the “absurd stories worthy of laughter”38 in muham-
mad’s book and then goes on to the next point.

John now comes to the section in his argument where he simulates a 
dialogue with a “representative” saracen.39 it may be the result of many dis-
cussions he had with the saracens he worked with through the years. some 
of these topics were developed in more detail in his Disputation between a 
Christian and a Saracen, while other christian apologists, like abu Qurrah, 
carried on the use of dialogue and developed the format to a higher degree. 
in fact, these dialogues became John’s trademark form of apologetics and 
were influential for hundreds of years.

The first question dealt with is when John asks a saracen, “Who testi-
fied that god has given him a scripture?”40 he follows that question with 
one that asks which prophet foretold the coming of muhammad. to both 
of these questions the saracen is at a loss to answer. This often seems to be 
the case in John’s dialogues. either the christian asks a detailed question 
that his counterpart cannot answer, or the saracen asks a question that the 
christian not only answers in a brilliant fashion, but with such finality that 
the saracen feels the need to escape from the conversation. of course, these 
contrivances were set up by John to make the christian position seem much 
stronger than the saracen one, but, judging by how they were used by future 
apologists, they were also effective for giving the christian reader courage 
to engage in similar dialogues and even ask some of the same questions. in 
regard to these particular questions, John resorts to history and the author-
ity of the Bible to refute the prophethood of muhammad. he demonstrates 
that the prophethood of moses was publicly validated by god, and while 
moses testified to the coming of Jesus, as had all the prophets from moses 
on down, the same cannot be said for muhammad. all the prophets in the 
Bible, John maintains, “foretold the coming of christ. They also said that 
christ is god, and that as the son of god he will come by taking on flesh, 
and that he will be crucified, and die, and rise again, and that he will be the 
judge of the living and the dead.”41 

however, muhammad instead denies the incarnation, the deity of 
christ and the crucifixion as well. Therefore, John asks the saracen how his 
prophet could be from god if his message contradicted the earlier proph-
ecy. The saracen, not having an answer, can only offer that “god does as he 

38. her 32–33.
39. some believe that this is all fictional. see Küng, Islam: Past, Present and Future, 

8.
40. her 34–35.
41. her 38–41.
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pleases.”42 Through this circumvention, John hopes to relay to the christian 
reader that the saracen beliefs are unbiblical and must resort to pleas from 
authority rather than the authority of the Bible. John follows this up by 
asking the saracen how his prophet received his book. When the saracen 
admits that it was during his sleep, John ridicules the saracen’s acceptance of 
a revelation that should have been received through the most heightened of 
perceptions and instead was relegated to the realm of “dreams.” more than 
likely, John merely wants to maintain that the comparison of muhammad 
with prophets like moses and others in the Bible is a futile effort, especially 
since the message of muhammad is so contrary to the biblical one. 

in the next section John bolsters his argument by questioning mu-
hammad’s credentials. he points out that the coming of the saracen prophet 
was not testified to in the Bible, nor was his testimony of receiving revela-
tion from god witnessed by anyone. John presses this lack of witnesses by 
pointing out that in the saracen scriptures other business transactions, like 
marriage and buying property, required the presence of witnesses. surely 
something as important as the transmission of god’s revelation would have 
required a greater witness to the messenger. in the face of this interrogation, 
however, the saracen is “ashamed” and remains silent.43 

John now comes to one of his strongest arguments against the sara-
cens. christians were called “associators” (ἑταιριαστάς) by the saracens 
because the christians were said to associate christ with god, which was an 
abominable thing for the saracens. John counters this criticism by pointing 
out that the prophets and the christian scriptures taught that the christ 
is the son of god, so if the saracens truly accepted that the earlier scrip-
tures came from god, then they would accept this teaching as well. some 
objected and said that christians misinterpreted the prophets, and others 
said that the Jews fraudulently made up stories to mislead the christians. 
however, John addresses these objections by developing a logical argument 
that became one of the most popular arguments used by christians in the 
centuries to follow. John asked that if the saracens call christ the Word and 
spirit of god, then why do they accuse the christians of being associators. 
The Word of god and the spirit of god are inseparable from god, John 
maintains, and therefore the “Word of god is in god,” and must be god. if 
the Word and the spirit were outside of god, then “god is without Word 
and spirit,” and this would be impossible.44 consequently, John continues, 
the saracens have mutilated god by tearing out his Word and spirit, and 

42. her 46.
43. her 54–60.
44. her 71–73.
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therefore John calls them “mutilators of god” (κόπτας).45 John caps off his 
argument by saying that “it would be far better for you to say that he had 
a partner, rather than mutilate him.”46 tolan suggests that John developed 
this argument so that he could provide a catchy name to call the saracens 
(“mutilators”/κόπτας),47 for he does not seem to take the opportunity to 
support the truth of the trinity or further his argument. 

in regard to John’s successors, this use of the Qur’an in order to argue 
for the supremacy of christian doctrine would prove popular and effective, 
but mostly in building up the faith of christian believers and not necessarily 
bringing about the conversion of muslims. still, this highlights one of the 
main purposes of apologetics, which is to raise the awareness of christians 
so that they not only understand the beliefs of other religions, but that they 
have a much better understanding of their own beliefs. This certainly was 
one the main goals in John’s writings and in his apologetic approach.

John’s Third Step: Refute (What is Logical and Consistent?)

John now turns to combating the criticisms of idolatry and polytheism. 
previously it was the christian asking questions that the saracen could not 
answer. now John has the saracen ask questions or even accuse the chris-
tian of error in order to refute the saracen through logic, common sense, 
and even scripture. in this section, the saracen accuses christians of be-
ing idolaters because they venerate the cross. John counters this accusation 
by saying that the saracens are the idolaters because they rub themselves 
against a stone in their ka’ba and kiss and embrace it.48 John does not reveal 
any sources for these views, for they are not mentioned in the Qur’an, but 
it seems to have been common knowledge in his day, and he goes on to say 
that some saracens even claim that the stone was used as a bed for abra-
ham and hagar, or a place to tie up his camel when abraham was going 
to sacrifice isaac.49 The logic that John uses to refute this claim and call it 
“nonsense” is more of a tangential argument rather than a direct refuta-

45. her 77.
46. her 74–75.
47. tolan, Saracens, 53.
48. her 79–80.
49. it may be important to note that John does not seem to reflect any controversy as 

to whether the son to be sacrificed was isaac or ishmael. This may be an indication that 
his critique was written before muslims claimed that the one who was to be sacrificed 
was ishmael and not isaac. it is interesting to note that the Qur’an does not mention 
the name of abraham’s son in the sacrifice narrative, whereas the Bible does (gen 22).
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tion, though he does bring in scriptural information in order to support 
his case. he notes that the stone could not have been the place of isaac’s 
intended sacrifice because “that place”50 was known to be barren of trees 
for gathering wood and devoid of donkeys, which were mentioned in the 
biblical rendition of the narrative. Therefore, it could not have been the lo-
cation of the biblical event. John says that the accusers are embarrassed and 
cannot counter his arguments, but nonetheless they continue to claim that 
the stone is abraham’s. John then changes his tack and assumes, for the sake 
of argument, that the stone is abraham’s. he further ridicules his saracen 
accuser by pointing out how foolish it is for them to kiss a stone on which 
abraham may have had relations with a woman or to which he may have 
tied a camel. in contrast to the earthy veneration of the saracen, John holds 
up the power of the cross of christ “through which the power of the demons 
and the deception of the Devil have been destroyed.”51 if anything should be 
venerated, John seems to be saying, it should be the symbol of the victory 
over death, not groveling in the dust of death. John uses this contrast in 
order to argue that christianity is superior to the saracen beliefs because its 
object of worship is so much more worthy. John also uses ridicule in order 
to accentuate the contrast between the two belief systems. it is interesting to 
note that John seems to have a better understanding of the real nature of the 
stone than his accusers, for they enlarged the stone in their vision to the size 
of a bed or the shape of a camel hitch. however, John claims that it was the 
head of a statue of aphrodite which was once used in pagan worship, and 
he even mentions that it still bears “traces of an engraved image . . . visible 
to careful observers.”52 Was John privy to information that his accusers were 
not?

Just as with the charge of polytheism, from which John was able to de-
velop his argument between “associators” and “mutilators” in regard to the 
Word of god and the spirit of god, with the charge of idolatry John used 
logic and scripture in order to argue that the writings of muhammad fall 
short of the established word of god found in the old and new testaments. 
The saracens knew enough about the old testament prophets to claim 
them as their own, and they knew enough about christian belief in Jesus to 
strike at the incarnation and the sonship issues. They also understood well 
enough the christian’s veneration of the cross to accuse christians of idola-
try. however, instead of following logical arguments, John portrays them as 

50. John does not mention mecca or even arabia.
51. her 90–91.
52. her 93–94. had John ever witnessed the stone? Did he know of eyewitness 

accounts? Why did he not mention the location of the stone by name? 
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hiding behind authority arguments and excusing unanswerable questions 
with the phrase “it is god’s will.” on the other hand, christians are por-
trayed as skilled apologists who demand evidence and eyewitness accounts, 
rely on the ot prophecies and argue from the prophets, and know enough 
about saracen writings to point out heretical statements. 

in the next two sections, John relies on ridicule to argue that the saracen 
scriptures are inferior to the Bible. in the book The Woman he looks down 
on the practice of a man being able to have up to four wives and a thousand 
concubines, but he focuses on the narrative of Zayd’s divorce of his wife 
and her subsequent marriage to muhammad, all at the supposed command 
of god. evidently John hopes that muhammad’s “convenient” use of god’s 
revelation in order to serve himself will keep christians from being drawn 
toward muhammad and his teachings. it is interesting that John includes 
this story under the heading of the book The Woman, but the story is not 
found in surah four, which is the surah in the Qur’an called “The Women,” 
but rather in surah thirty-three.53 it may also be significant that while John 
refers to the man as Zayd, he does not seem to know that he is supposedly 
muhammad’s adopted son and that the command from god was supposed 
to be, in part, a removal of the barrier so that a father of an adopted son 
may marry his adopted son’s wife after she is divorced properly (Q. 33:37). 
John calls Zayd muhammad’s “friend” or “companion” rather than his son, 
which seems to indicate that either John did not know this narrative well or 
that he was familiar with a different version of the story. it is also interesting 
that John’s version is more detailed and accuses muhammad of committing 
adultery with Zayd’s wife before the command was given by god. it is also 
possible that since John only seemed to be familiar with surahs two through 
five, and this account was related in surah thirty-three, that he may have 
just been familiar with an oral account as it had been told in his presence. 
another option is that John was working from a different version, perhaps 
one of the companion codices, which went out of favor during the process 
of canonization. Whatever the case, John’s purpose in relating the story is to 
cast aspersions on the character of muhammad as well as bring ridicule on 
the practices taught.

at the end of this section there is a teaching that John references in 
order to illustrate muhammad’s view of women. This is the saying that the 
woman is the man’s “tilth,”54 or, in other words, she is his field for sexual 

53. not only does John have the title of the surah incorrect, The Woman instead of 
The Women, but he places the story of Zayd in what is now surah 4 instead of surah 
33 where the story is actually recounted in the Qur’an. Was John confused or did the 
Qur’an have a different order at that time?

54. Q. 2:223
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exploitation. John then alludes to other “obscene things” that he did,55 ap-
parently in order to leave his readers with distaste for muhammad and his 
practices. This critique may well have been designed to prevent christians 
from apostatizing and joining the ranks of the heretics. 

after belittling muhammad, John ridicules the saracen scriptures in 
his lengthy rendition of the Camel of God.56 There is no book in the Qur’an 
called the book of the camel of god. There are a few verses that allude to 
a she-camel, but they only supply a brief version in comparison to John’s 
lengthy tale. The Qur’an mentions a she-camel that was used by god as a 
way of bringing judgment upon the Thamud tribe. The she-camel was to 
have rights to drink from the nearby river on alternate days from the people 
and they were not to harm her under the threat of punishment from god. 
however, they became jealous, hamstrung her and after three days destruc-
tion was brought upon them.57 This was meant to illustrate the judgment 
of god, but John used it to illustrate the “absurd” teachings in the saracen 
scriptures. John relates that the camel from god infuriated the people be-
cause she drank the whole river and became so big that she could not pass 
between two mountains. to make amends, she agreed to supply milk to 
the men. however, they were cruel and killed her instead. her calf, though, 
survived and called on god for help and was taken up into heaven. to ac-
cent what he deems the “foolish” nature of the story, John proceeds to ask 
the saracens a series of questions that seek to add layer upon layer of absurd 
events. The first question, “where did it come from?” warrants an answer 
from the saracen: “from god.” The next question: “was there another camel 
coupled with this one?” gained the response of “no.”58 from that point on 
John does not wait for a response: “Was it begotten? Why didn’t muham-
mad find out more about the camel? Was it taken up to heaven? Did it drink 
up the river of water in heaven leaving only the river of milk and the river 
of wine?”59 These and other questions seem to be designed to persuade his 

55. her 113.
56. Küng uses what he calls John’s “silly passage about a surah said to be about a 

female camel” to illustrate his conclusion that John’s “self-confident and often ironic 
remarks about islam are full of misunderstandings and the christian answers lack any 
self-critical reflection.” see Islam: Past, Present and Future, 8. however, this assessment 
is contradicted by statements by sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 95, hoyland, Seeing 
Islam, 488, and louth, St. John Damascene, 80, who have determined that John was well 
informed about the “islam” of his day.

57. see Q. 91: 13; 26:155–57; 54:27, 28; 17:59; 11:64–66; 7:73
58. her 121–23.
59. her 123–39. These questions are paraphrases of some of the questions John 

raises in this section.
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readers that the rest of the religion is just as lacking in spiritual depth as this 
story, and therefore should be avoided. 

John also relates that without the river of water, the men in paradise 
would have to drink pure wine instead of mixing it with water and in their 
intoxicated state would sleep and miss out on all the pleasures of heaven. he 
does not mention what those pleasures might be, however, so he may not 
be aware of the promise of the “black-eyed beauties” (Q. 44:54). nor does 
he seem to be aware that the river of wine is not supposed to be intoxicat-
ing. John is also aware of only three rivers, while the Qur’an mentions four 
(water, milk, honey and wine—Q. 47:15).60 again, this may show that he 
knows little of these “books,” since they contain many areas on which he 
could choose to comment. however, given what we know of his scholarly 
approach and thoroughness in his doctrinal works, as well as his apologetic 
treatises, it may also indicate that he is being selective in his choice of mate-
rial in order to illustrate the weaknesses of islam and to ridicule a belief 
system that challenges his own.

John has used questions with the saracens in order to argue for the 
superiority of christianity; he has refuted accusations in order to show the 
more logical beliefs of christians, and he also uses ridicule to demonstrate 
how the saracen beliefs are not worthy enough to follow. however, John 
reserves perhaps his harshest words for the conclusion of this section, in 
which he warns that those who believe in such folly will have a fate worse 
than if the camel had preceded the saracen into the souls of donkeys. The 
saracens involved in these teachings, John says, are like beasts destined to 
go to the darkness and everlasting punishment of hell.61 

John briefly mentions the book of The Table where christ asked god 
for a table and god granted his wish and gave him an incorruptible one. 
some commentators today believe this refers to the last supper, but John 
makes no assessment, which may show that he knows little of this book, 
since surah five contains many areas on which he could choose to comment. 

John mentions the book called The Heifer, but he does not seem inter-
ested in discussing any more and simply dismisses it all as containing a great 
number of “sayings worthy only of laughter.”62

he closes by listing several practices of the saracens which are men-
tioned in the traditions but not specifically in the present Qur’an. These are 

60. John’s lack of knowledge in these areas may indicate simple ignorance of these 
passages in the Qur’an or it may indicate that changes or corrections were still taking 
place. it may also indicate that John was working from one of the companion codices 
that went out of favor in the canonization process.

61. her 145–48.
62. her 153–54.
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laws for circumcision of men and women, injunctions against keeping the 
sabbath and being baptized (in essence prohibiting saracens from becom-
ing a Jew or christian), as well as food regulations and forbidding them 
from drinking wine. The treatise ends abruptly without a real conclusion 
or final admonition. it is almost as if John has felt that he has provided 
enough material on what he calls the “absurd” beliefs and practices to per-
suade christians to avoid the religion of the ishmaelites. if his goal has 
been to create an aversion to the saracen beliefs among his christian read-
ers through logical arguments as well as ridicule, then he seems to feel he 
has accomplished his purpose. however, if John’s desire was to inform his 
christian audience of the main teachings of the saracen beliefs in order 
to prevent christians from converting, then these aspirations were also 
served. ultimately, John provided his readers with crucial information on 
the beliefs and practices of his opponents so that christians would be able 
to defend their faith. This next section will outline some other components 
of John’s apologetic approach.

John’s apolo getIc approach In the 
dIsputatIon bet Ween a chrIstIan and a 
saracen

in his dialogue with a saracen, John focuses on two main themes in which 
christians differ from the saracens. The first is free Will versus the sov-
ereignty of god and the second deals with various aspects of christology. 
concerning the first area of dispute, the Jabarite theologians in the early 
700s believed that god was the author of both good and evil, for otherwise 
men would have the power to counter god’s will, and this would be a limit-
ing factor on god’s power. Therefore, in order to preserve their view of an 
omnipotent god, they had to limit man’s free will. The Qadarites, on the 
other hand, held that man still had power over his actions and therefore 
man was ultimately responsible for what he did. John favored the Qadarite 
position more highly, but explains that without the incarnation, where the 
goodness of god meets the justice of god, man’s use of free will would never 
bring praise to god.63 

in John’s argument, as well as other areas of dispute in his dialogues, 
he demonstrates that he understands the teaching of their scriptures on this 
subject, and proceeds to use a logical approach in order to first illustrate 

63. of 3.1, pp. 268–69; 1.8, p. 176.
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what he considers to be the fallacies of his opponents’ views and then ex-
plains how the christian position answers the dilemma more completely. 

in the next section dealing with the nature of Jesus christ as the Word 
of god, John employs a method that i will call “didactic apologetics.” he 
again utilizes a dialogue format between a christian and a saracen, but this 
time it is more casual in the sense that the dialogue tags are dropped and the 
opening questions are in the subjunctive case. This allows John to develop 
his logic as a teacher would build his case point by point in a lecture. This 
didactic lesson format presents possible scenarios to the christians so that 
they would be better able to answer their interlocutors. again, John uses the 
knowledge of the saracen scriptures and their developing theology to make 
a common link, but then he demonstrates how the christian view gives a 
much more elaborate understanding of christ’s nature and his relation-
ship with the father. for example, in the dialogue, the christian displays 
his knowledge of the saracen scripture by pointing out that it affirms that 
christ is the Word of god.64 if this is so, and the saracens believed that the 
Word of god must be uncreated, then christ as the Word of god must also 
be uncreated, and therefore god himself, because only god is uncreated. if 
the saracens argue in return that christ could not have been uncreated, the 
christian then replies that christ must be uncreated, for if god created the 
Word, then how could he have had his Word before it was created?65 in this 
exchange, the saracens are portrayed to have a truncated, and sometimes 
heretical, view in contra-distinction to the orthodox position of the chris-
tian. This afforded John the opportunity to teach from what he considered 
to be a position of intellectual strength rather than one based on theologi-
cal inconsistencies and illogical arguments. This format was very helpful, 
as well as persuasive, for teaching his christian readers how to best defend 
their faith against the contrary positions of the saracens. While encouraging 
them to understand the theological ideas of the saracens, it also provided 
them with the arguments so that they could question their opponents as well 
as provide superior answers to the questions that were asked of them. Thus, 
John not only gave them a way to defend themselves, but he also gave them 
the intellectual weapons by which they could advance their own doctrine. 
he taught them to first understand their opponents as well as understand 
their own doctrine. he then trained them to point out the weaknesses of the 
other side and promote the strengths of their own arguments. 

64. Dis 5.1–8.
65. Dis 5.9–19.



John of Damascus,  first ap olo gist to the muslims218

the Weaknesses of John’s approach

on the other hand, what were some of the short-comings of John’s apolo-
getic approach? first of all, John did not seem to seek out common areas 
with the saracens, or commend any positive beliefs or practices. it is not 
so much that he set up “straw-man” arguments in order to make christian-
ity appear superior, but rather that he portrayed the saracen believer as a 
one-dimensional man who could only think along certain lines and was 
often at a loss when asked to give a reply (such as the time they were asked 
to supply the names of any prophets who foretold the coming of muham-
mad). of course, this portrayal of the saracen apologists’ limited ability to 
use reason and logic in their arguments served to bolster the reasonableness 
of the christian scriptures and the deity of Jesus christ, but it sometimes 
hindered christians from understanding the saracen’s position. John did 
not instruct the christians in ways to reach out to the saracens and witness 
to them, but rather tried to show how their religion was inferior to chris-
tianity and unworthy of believing. also, John did not seem to be interested 
in really engaging the saracens in a true dialogue. even though the major 
differences were brought up and possible answers given, John did not en-
gage in a serious intellectual interchange of religious arguments. again, he 
seemed more concerned with proving christianity to be correct and supe-
rior to what he considered a “heresy” than with representing both sides as 
accurately as possible. to be fair to John, however, if his main purpose was 
to inform christians of what he considered to be the false teachings of the 
saracen’s beliefs, then it was logical for him to criticize his opponents and 
defend the strengths of christianity. a debate can be won by either reveal-
ing the weaknesses in an opponent’s arguments or by persuading others of 
the superiority of one’s own. in the end, John was able to do both success-
fully. perhaps this is why his apologetic approach became the standard for 
such a long time.
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The Apologetic Successors of John

IntroductIon

for christians subject to muslim rule in the eighth and ninth centuries, 
criticizing muhammad in public could be dangerous. for example, in aD 
742, peter, the bishop of Damascus, who was also a friend of John of Da-
mascus, apparently could not stand the imposed restrictions any longer and 
went out to the public square and brought anathemas down on muhammad 
and his beliefs. he was punished by having his tongue cut out and being 
exiled from his home. While in exile he died from his wounds.1 still, though 
persecution of the christians by their muslim rulers occurred, there often 
seemed to be considerable freedom for christians to defend their beliefs 
and engage in dialogue as well as debates with their muslim counterparts 
when they were conducted with more sensitivity. sidney griffith, in his 
book, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque, even documents that the 
development of christian apologetics at that time was in tandem with the 
evolving theology of islamic religious thought. he writes that,

in this context, christians sought to defend the reasonableness 
of their distinctive doctrines in terms of the same religious 
idiom as that employed by their muslim interlocutors and 

1. Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 354–360. see also turtledove, Chronicle of Theophanes, 
107–8.
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counterparts, who, in accord with the teachings of the Qur’an, 
often rejected the central christian doctrines.2 

This apologetic approach was unique at the time because it used the 
scriptures and language of the muslim religion.3 unlike the earlier greek 
apologists, the arab-speaking christians constructed their arguments in 
the religious expressions of the Qur’an and the traditions of the prophet 
muhammad, which they were familiar with. griffith continues, “as a result, 
the discourse of the christian apologists in arabic presents a conceptual 
profile that cannot easily be mistaken for christian theology in any other 
community of christian discourse.”4 even their apologetic approach involv-
ing the two main issues of the trinity and the incarnation was patterned 
after muslim theological constructs. in regard to the trinity, the “ontologi-
cal status of the divine attributes” of god was argued, while the arguments 
for the incarnation often focused on the “signs of authentic prophecy and 
the true religion.”5 These were both topics discussed by their islamic coun-
terparts. it is also of importance to recognize that all the principal genres of 
the apologetic approaches of that time were “dialogical in form and literary 
structure.”6 

it is not a coincidence that John of Damascus also used the dialogical 
format in some of his apologetic writings. While he may not have been the 
first one to use dialogue in his apologetic approach (the encounter of John i 
with the emir may have preceded him), his dialogues were popular and may 
have influenced the development of this genre down through the following 
centuries. in fact, sidney griffith even says that “in defense of the doctrine 
of the trinity, most christian apologists who wrote in arabic adopted the 
strategy first encountered in the greek works of st. John of Damascus.”7

We can even trace this strategy through several christian apologists 
who came after John and seemed to glean from both his apologetic style 
and his theological arguments. in this pursuit we will need to explore the 
styles of apologetics that were used by arab christians in the latter half of 
the eighth century and early ninth century. We need to not only identify the 
ones who followed John’s lead, but we need to also understand how their 

2. griffith, Shadow, 75.
3. griffith, “apology of abu Qurrah,” 273.
4. griffith, Shadow, 75.
5. ibid., 76. see also griffith, “Apology of Abu Qurrah,” 273–74. it is important to 

note that this format makes sense in the middle east, but it is not very effective when 
“translated into the theological idioms of the West.”

6. ibid., 76.
7. ibid., 95.
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approach was similar to John’s and how it differed. Through this exploration 
we should be able to gain a much better understanding of the nature of the 
theological arguments taking place as well as the unique ways that these 
arab christians took up John’s mantle and further developed their own wit-
ness to the muslims ruling over them.

grIffIth’s four apolo getIc genres

in order to better understand John of Damascus’ successors, it would be 
helpful to review four categories of apologetic genres used in the abbasid 
period as assembled by sidney griffith. his first genre is called “the monk 
in the emir’s majlis.”8 in these accounts, monks or bishops are summoned 
to appear before the muslim leader and give a defense of their christian 
beliefs. These were written in a dialectical format and were usually anony-
mous, even if the named figures were real.9 

The topics covered by these dialogues followed a standard pattern and 
were contextualized so that the Qur’an and the traditions of muhammad 
could be addressed in a way that was understandable for muslims. The two 
main topics of controversy centered around the doctrine of the trinity and 
the incarnation, but other topics dealt with the resurrection, the venera-
tion of the cross and idols, the comparison of the status and verifiability of 
prophets, especially the nature of the prophet-hood of muhammad, and the 
claims of the Qur’an as a new and final revelation from god.10

a good example of a letter recounting a dialogue dealing with these 
topics is the supposed debate between the patriarch timothy i and the 
caliph al-mahdi held in 781. The conversation was probably conducted in 
arabic,11 but the letter was first consigned to syriac, which was timothy’s 

8. griffith, Shadow, 77.
9. for example, the earliest dialogue, supposedly between the patriarch John i and 

the muslim emir, umayr ibn sa’ad al-ansari, was probably not written until the first 
third of the eighth century even though the narrative, in the form of a letter, relates the 
events of an encounter that supposedly took place on sunday, may 9, 644. like most 
of the narratives in this genre, it was an apologetic text that sought to allay the fears of 
christians by demonstrating that christianity was the true religion and could provide 
good and reasonable answers to the questions raised by the new rulers.

10. griffith, Shadow, 78.
11. newman, Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue, 170. see also griffith, “Disputes 

with muslims in syriac christian texts,” 251–73. in his article, griffith also writes that, 
while christians spoke arabic in the debates with muslims, “one knows of no muslims 
who learned syriac for the purpose of arguing with christians,” 256. also, christians 
recorded the debates in syriac, ostensibly because the treatises were for christian 
eyes only. perhaps this is why John of Damascus could write some fairly strong words 
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native tongue. he seems to be aware of the content of the Qur’an, especially 
the longer and later surahs (similar to John of Damascus), though he does 
not call it by that name and seems to know verses orally rather than in a writ-
ten format, though he does allude to “mysterious letters” found at the begin-
ning of some surahs, which would indicate some familiarity with a written 
text.12 sydney griffith writes that in this popular narrative, “the reader is 
invited to observe the patriarch giving brilliantly satisfactory answers to the 
islamic challenge to christian teachings in a way that not only commended 
the veracity of the christian doctrines and practices, but did so in a style of 
writing that subtly discounted the claims of islam in seemingly inoffensive 
language as well.”13 We later see this popular format used to describe the de-
bate between Theodore abu Qurrah against the caliph al-mamun in 829, as 
well as the “christian Bahira legend,” which depicts an encounter between 
a christian monk and muhammad in which the monk supposedly teaches 
the future prophet all the good and true things that make their way into 
the Qur’an.14 Whether factual or fictional, these narratives tried to present 
the superiority of christianity in contrast to what christians viewed as the 
inconsistent and often incoherent beliefs of the muslims.

The second apologetic genre that griffith describes is the “master and 
his disciple,” which is really a “question and answer” catechetical-like format 
designed to give christians solid answers to questions that are often brought 
up by muslims. usually the “student” takes the role of the muslim and asks 
the question, which is usually short, and then the “teacher” gives an elabo-
rate answer that not only answers the question but tends to demonstrate 
the superiority of christianity over all other religions. often by the end, 
the muslim is so impressed that he will make some statement suggesting 
that if community pressure and status were not an issue, he would convert 
to christianity! in time this format became very popular, and griffith sug-
gests that the more literary and theological elements even contributed to the 
formation of the islamic science of Kalam, or the philosophical system of 
inter-religious dialogue in arabic.15 

a good example of a ninth-century nestorian apologist who used this 
genre of apologetic literature was ammar al-Basri. in his “book of Ques-
tions and answers,” he organized his list of answers to questions under four 

against islam and muhammad with seeming impunity for what he said. There may have 
been few muslims who could read greek.

12. newman, Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue, 172.
13. griffith, Shadow, 78.
14. ibid., 80.
15. ibid., 81–82.
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categories, but instead of the conventional erotapokiseis16 exchange, griffith 
explains that al-Basri’s construction is more along the lines of the islamic 
Kalam texts which use the question as a protasis of a statement, “if someone 
says or asks this,” and the answer as its apodosis, or “then we say this.” in 
this way he is able to develop his defense of christian doctrine along a more 
philosophical system that was designed, as griffith puts it, “to thwart the 
views of his adversaries.”17 This is very similar to the technique used by John 
of Damascus in his Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen, written 
over fifty years earlier. in sections five through ten (according to Kotter’s 
listing), John uses the protasis/apodosis formula, and in sections one to four 
and eleven he uses the erotapokiseis constructions. as discussed in chap-
ter 7, these two divisions were probably written or transmitted at different 
times; hence the different formats. The significance, however, is that John, 
whose work was known and used by these later apologists may have been 
influential not only in popularizing the question/answer format, but due 
to his knowledge of the ideas being developed by the saracens of his time 
and the theological nature of his arguments, he may have had a hand in the 
development of the islamic Kalam. 

griffith’s third category of christian apologetic genre is the epistolary 
exchange. This was also a popular format which framed a theological ex-
change between a muslim and a christian within the literary device of a 
letter. usually the muslim would initiate the discussion with a short letter 
inviting the christian to accept islam and then follow the invitation with 
a brief overview of the five pillars of their faith. The christian would then 
write a long letter, or series of letters, inviting the muslim to embrace chris-
tianity, and then he would defend his doctrines in detail and illustrate how 
christianity is the true religion and superior to islam.18 

among the examples of this letter format, griffith lists the correspon-
dence between the Byzantine emperor leo iii (r. 717–41) and the caliph 
‘umar ii (r. 717–20). even though hoyland concludes that the letter did not 
originate until the end of the eighth century,19 and was probably enhanced by 
further iterations, it apparently contained some authentic examples of issues 
current in the mid-eighth century such as his “attack on the Ka’ba and its 
stone, the licentious nature of muslim marriage, divorce and concubinage, 

16. referring to a question-answer format where one person asks and the second 
person answers. The speakers are usually identified by a name followed by a colon.

17. griffith, Shadow, 84.
18. ibid., 85.
19. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 494.
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and the carnal vision of paradise.”20 all of these topics are already found in 
the works of John of Damascus, so they may have come from knowledge 
of his writings or they could simply represent the theological issues of the 
times.

another important apologetic work using the epistolary genre was the 
exchange between the muslim character ‘abd allah ibn ismail al-hashimi 
and the christian character ‘abd al-masih ibn ishaq al-Kindi. Though this 
was written anonymously and the debaters were probably fictional, it is like-
ly that the author was nestorian and writing in the 820s.21 in this exchange, 
the muslim gives a brief overview of the basic beliefs of islam and then 
the christian gives a long defense on the doctrines of christianity. Though 
this was common, the boldness of the christian position and its negative 
depiction of islam, the Qur’an and muhammad was somewhat inordinate 
for a document written within the islamic empire at this time. however, the 
anonymity and the polemical style made it a popular work to copy, and it 
was distributed widely among the nestorians as well as the melkites and the 
Jacobites.22 

The last apologetic genre covered by griffith is what he calls the “sys-
tematic treatise.” These were major apologetic tracts or treatises, often writ-
ten by named theologians, who defended christian doctrine by means of 
a dialogue format styled after the philosophical and religious discourses of 
the muslims.23 This christian form of Kalam could be understood by the 
muslims and it served to create a “bridge” between the very different doc-
trines by appealing to logic as well as biblical and Qur’anic exegesis.

The earliest treatise of this sort is by a now unnamed author and is 
called “on the triune nature of god.”24 according to griffith, it was written 
in arabic around aD 755, but hoyland allows it to be as early as aD 737. 
There is a notation in the treatise that states, “if this religion were not truly 

20. ibid., 499.
21. ibid., 472. griffith, Shadow, 86–87.
22. griffith, Shadow, 87.
23. ibid., 89.
24. see griffith, “monks of palestine,” 21. of the earliest documentary christian 

texts in arabic, griffith lists the anonymous tract on The triune nature of god, (with 
some dating it around the 740s and some putting it in the 780s), an arabic version of 
the “fathers who were killed at mount sinai” (sinai arabic ms 542 and British mu-
seum oriental ms 5019), written around 772 aD, and a copy of the pauline epistles 
in arabic, dated around 867. of the text on The triune nature of god, which contains 
portions of the arabic text of the Qur’an, griffith notes that the early date presents an 
interesting anomaly: “The irony of this situation is that if the dating of the manuscript 
to the first half of the eighth century is secure, this christian text is among the earliest 
surviving documents containing quotations from the arabic text of the Qur’an.”
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from god, it would not have endured and stood for 746 years.”25 griffith 
derives his date by adding the 746 years to the alexandrian world era date 
of christ’s incarnation in aD 9 and therefore comes up with aD 755.26 hoy-
land advocates starting from the resurrection in the alexandrian era, which 
would add 746 to aD 42 in order to produce the year 788. however, he also 
mentions that in the melkite era the incarnation was reckoned at 9 Bc and 
the resurrection around aD 25–26. Thus, the earliest possible time of writ-
ing would be aD 737 (or 746 years after the birth of christ in 9 Bc).27 What 
makes this possibility interesting is that this early date would place it within 
the time span of John of Damascus. it has earlier been stated that all the 
writings of John of Damascus that we have were written in greek. however, 
he would have also known arabic in order to carry out his civil service 
position under the caliphs, especially Walid i (r. 705–15), who required the 
upper level civil servants to be able to do their work in arabic. When we 
examine the words of this tract, which was probably written in arabic in 
the original, we can see some parallels between John’s own treatise on the 
trinity, as well as his writings on islam, and the ideas and phrases of this 
arabic tract. could it be that toward the last decade of his life John may have 
penned a work in arabic defending one of the most important doctrines of 
the christian faith? This is not the place to pursue this comparison, but it 
may be of interest for a future project.

here is a paragraph from the beginning of the treatise:

We do not say three gods . . . but we say that god and his Word 
and his spirit are one god and one creator . . . We do not say 
that god begat his Word as any man begets—god forbid? rath-
er we say that the father begat his Word as the sun begets rays, 
as the mind begets speech (al-kilma) and as the fire begets heat.28 

The words are not quite the same as John’s,29 but the themes are very 
similar, and if John were writing for muslims instead of christians then it 
may be expected that he would probably choose a different style and vocab-
ulary, especially if he were writing in arabic instead of greek. of course, the 
resemblance may simply be that these metaphors had become widespread 
in the christian culture of the time and would have been picked up by other 
writers besides John of Damascus.

25. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 503.
26. griffith, Shadow, 89–90.
27. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 503n174.
28. ibid., 502.
29. of 1.8, 180
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griffith goes on to note three important treatises in this genre. The 
first is a letter-treatise written in syriac by the patriarch timothy i to his 
friend sergius detailing a debate timothy conducted with the caliph al-
mahdi around the year 781 (mentioned earlier).30 hoyland says the debate 
was conducted in arabic, but the letter was composed in syriac and later 
translated into arabic.31 The topics were standard fare for the time: the trin-
ity, the incarnation and christ’s nature, the crucifixion, the veracity of the 
Bible versus the Qur’an, and the claims of prophet-hood by muhammad.32 
again, these were areas of dispute already dealt with by John of Damascus 
at least three decades before. The importance of timothy’s exchange is that 
it was conducted in arabic and indicates that it was possible for christians 
to have such discussions under muslim rule. 

The next writer mentioned, Theodore abu Qurrah, was one of the 
most important christian theologians to write in arabic. his debate with 
the caliph al-ma’mun in 829 has already been mentioned, but his dominant 
format was through the use of questions and answers systematized so that a 
more comprehensive understanding of christian theology would be taught. 
sidney griffith adds that “his purpose was to explain the tenets of melkite 
theology in the arabic idiom of the contemporary discussions about reli-
gion among the muslim mutakallimun, as well as to defend the proposition 
that christianity is the true religion.”33 

another writer of this period who developed arguments in favor of the 
trinity and the incarnation against the muslims, as well as christological 
disputes between the melkites and the nestorians, was the Jacobite habib 
ibn Khidmah abu ra’itah. he was a contemporary of abu Qurrah, and even 
debated with him on differences with their christological views. he also de-
bated with muslims, especially in regard to christology. in his Letter on the 
Incarnation, he supplied answers to forty-four questions posed by muslims 
on the incarnation.34

The common goal in all of these apologetic genres was to promote 
christian beliefs and refute islamic ones. They were meant mostly for chris-
tian audiences, so that the saints could be encouraged and trained to always 
be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asked them to give a reason 
for the hope that they had.

30. griffith, Shadow, 90.
31. hoyland, Seeing Islam, 473.
32. ibid., 474.
33. griffith, Shadow, 90.
34. Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, 45.
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Before dealing more thoroughly with the way these apologists dealt 
with the trinity, let us first review the distinctions of three different sects of 
christianity as they attempted to explain their views on christology to the 
muslims. 

chrIstolo gy as represented by the early 
chrIstIan arabIc apolo gIsts

in his book, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, mark Beaumont argues 
that the ninth century was one of the most creative periods of christian-
muslim dialogue, especially in regard to the area of christology. also, 
Beaumont’s exploration of the various apologetic approaches presented by 
theologians of three different perspectives, orthodox, nestorian and Ja-
cobite, has elucidated different objections that muslims have had with the 
christian belief that Jesus is god himself. it has also provided a touchstone 
for further development on the apologetics of the trinity. The three ninth-
century christian theologians Beaumont highlighted were abu Qurra, abu 
ra’ita and ammar al-Basri. abu Qurra was an orthodox melkite who be-
lieved that christ existed in two natures, divine and human, in one hypos-
tasis. abu ra’ita followed the Jacobites, or monophysites, who taught that 
the divine nature and human nature are one since the human nature was 
subsumed by the divine. The third, ammar al-Basri, represented the nesto-
rian beliefs and argued that christ had two natures and two hypostases. The 
nestorians did not want either nature to be emphasized to the exclusion of 
the other. a comparison of these subtle differences not only points to their 
apologetic approach, but also their effectiveness in dialogue with muslims. 
The challenge they all faced was how to best communicate the essential 
christian truth of the divinity of christ to those who accepted the human 
nature of christ but rejected his divinity. While the earlier apologists, such 
as John of Damascus and timothy i, endeavored to argue for errors in the 
Qur’an and muslim teachings, the ninth-century apologists argued with 
muslims on their own terms and tried to base christian perspectives on 
Quranic teaching.35 for example, John of Damascus referred to muham-
mad as a “false prophet” and the religion that he started as a heresy and the 
“forerunner of the anti-christ.”36 The ninth-century apologists pursued a 
more nuanced course that portrayed the Qur’an as an insufficient source 
for christology compared to the Bible. as Beaumont writes, “rather than 
merely expound a received christology composed from within a totally 

35.  Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, 200.
36. her 2 and 11.
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christian environment, they entered into a muslim framework of thought 
to show the validity of a christian view of christ in terms that muslims 
might understand as credible.”37

The ninth-century christians believed in an ontological union of the 
human and divine in christ, and therefore argued from a developed theol-
ogy of the incarnation against the muslim’s refusal to accept the divinity of 
christ. abu ra’ita represented the Word/flesh alexandrian tradition which 
took the divine as the “operative principle in christ,” and humanity as a 
“passive receptacle for divine thought and action.”38 at the other extreme, 
ammar al-Basri followed the Word/human antiochene tradition, which 
saw the union of the separate natures of christ in “active co-operation” with 
a genuine interplay in thought and action between the human and divine.39 
abu Qurra upheld the chalcedonian prescription of the “union of the Word 
with human nature” which taught that, while there were two distinct na-
tures in christ, they were in complete harmony in regard to all thoughts and 
actions.40 Which of these views proved to be the most effective in dialogue 
with muslims? abu ra’ita’s Word/flesh tradition failed to allow for a truly 
human christ since christ’s humanity is obscured, and therefore this view 
fails to produce a christ that resonates with the Qur’an. ammar believed in 
a fully human nature and divine nature of christ in a “dialectical relation-
ship” (there are real struggles between the two natures), but the “divinity 
is compromised by the humanity.” in other words, the importance of the 
divine is swallowed up in the humanity. on the other hand, abu Qurra’s 
chalcedonian view represents a stronger union between the two natures. 
The two minds are always in tune with each other and there is no struggle to 
carry out the will of god. as Beaumont explains, “christ may suffer and die, 
but christ at the same time does not suffer or die, since the two minds expe-
rience different realities simultaneously without cancelling the other out.”41 
Thus, abu Qurra’s christology is far more satisfactory “since his christ is far 
more integrated in thought and action than ammar’s dialectical christ, and 
far more human than abu ra’ita’s one-dimensional christ.”42

as with the apologetic development in regard to the incarnation and 
the nature of christ, the arabic apologists succeeding John of Damascus 
realized that they would need to create new theological terms in arabic to 

37. Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, xix
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42. ibid., 206.
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express their views, just as with greek and syriac beforehand. They also 
sought to give new meanings to arabic words that had been developed by 
muslim theologians to express muslim theological concepts, but these were 
fraught with difficulty because of the existing connotations. This can be seen 
readily in the debates over the trinity. following the lead of John of Damas-
cus, all the christian apologists employed the “basic strategy of presenting 
the doctrine of the trinity in the context of the islamic discussion of the 
ontological status of the divine attributes.”43 griffith goes on to say,

typically this involved the christian claim that all of the at-
tributes of essence and action, as both christians and muslims 
distinguished them, can reasonably be shown to presume the 
presence of three irreducible, substantial attributes: “existing” 
(mawjud), “living” (hay), and “speaking” (natiq), on which all 
the other attributes can then logically be argued to depend. The 
apologists then proposed that these three substantial attributes 
indicate the three persons or hypostases (qnome/aqanim) of the 
one god, who is one in ousia (jawhar) as the christians teach, 
and three in the divine personae (parsope/wujuh, askhas), fa-
ther, son, and holy spirit, of which, according to the christians, 
the Bible so clearly speaks.44 

as we continue with our overview of christian arabic apologists who 
succeeded John of Damascus, we will focus our survey on the arguments 
they developed in defense of the trinity, noting the different emphases of 
two different christian sects, the orthodox and the nestorian. We will also 
examine both the nature of their arguments and the method of apologetics 
used. These apologetic approaches will then be compared to the words of 
John of Damascus in order to support the view that these later approaches 
were influenced by his writings. The three main apologists that we will 
explore are Theodore abu Qurrah, a melchite, the patriarch timothy i, a 
nestorian, and ‘abd al-masih b. ishaq al-Kindi, who was also a nestorian. 

theod ore abu Qurrah

Biographical Background

if it is hard to find solid evidence for the life of John of Damascus, it is 
even harder to find biographical material on Theodore abu Qurrah. little 
is known about his life except what was recorded in two syriac chronicles, 

43. griffith, Shadow, 95.
44. ibid.
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references to some of his debates, and a few hagiographical allusions. in the 
Chronicle of Michael the Syrian, abu Qurrah is mentioned as the bishop of 
harran during the time that patriarch Theodoret was in antioch, which was 
from 785–99.45 sidney griffith surmises that abu Qurrah was probably the 
bishop of harran between the years of 795 and 812.46 The second chronicle 
to mention abu Qurrah, The Anonymous Chronicle of 1234, recounts abu 
Qurrah’s involvement in a debate with the caliph al-ma’mun (813–33) in 
829.47 from the scant biographical evidence for his life, we can say that he 
was probably born in edessa, syria around aD 755 and died shortly after 
his debate with the caliph in aD 829. he followed the melkite, or orthodox 
chalcedonian doctrine, and, according to sidney griffith, he was probably 
a monk at the famous monastery at mar sabas.48 however, John lamoreaux 
believes that the hagiographical reference to a Theodore of edessa, who 
once resided at the monastery at mar sabas, points to a different person 
and therefore concludes that Theodore abu Qurrah was probably not a 
monk at mar sabas.49 lamoreaux also questions the evidence that Theodore 
debated the caliph al-ma’mun in 829, since others attribute the debate to 
simeon, the eighth-century monophysite bishop of harran, who was also 
known by the name abu Qurrah.50 most early references to Theodore abu 
Qurrah, however, do have him spending some time at mar sabas, acting as 
the melkite bishop of harran and debating the caliph al-ma’mun before his 
death.51 We know that he was a monk. We know that he was the bishop of 
harran. We also know that he was involved in a number of debates against 
the muslims. it is at least possible that he would have spent some time at mar 

45. Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, 28.
46. griffith, “monks of palestine,” 22–23.
47. Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, 28.
48. griffith, “monks of palestine,” 22–23.
49. lamoreaux, Theodore Abu Qurrah, xii, xiii, xvii. also, in lamoreaux’s essay, 
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sabas and, before he died, debated with the caliph al-ma’mun. if lamoreaux 
is correct, however, all we have documentary evidence for is that abu Qur-
rah was born in edessa, syria around the middle of the eighth century, was 
a melkite bishop of harran from 795 to 812, debated with the muslims and 
died sometime in the first third of the ninth century. fortunately, we do 
have a number of his writings, and to these we will now turn.

his mother tongue was probably syriac, but he wrote many of his im-
portant works in arabic. some even considered him a “wonder” because 
he was able to engage in dialectics in arabic.52 abu Qurrah probably knew 
greek, since it was still present in much of the liturgy53 and he was known 
for translating a greek work for one of the caliph’s generals, but it is likely 
that the greek translations that we have of his written work were originally 
written in arabic.54 The fact that abu Qurrah wrote in arabic not only 
demonstrates that he was comfortable with the nuances of the language, 
especially the unique theological language that had to be created for the 
discussion of new theological ideas, but it also shows through the way he 
approached his arguments that he was familiar with the muslim approach 
to philosophical and theological issues and therefore was able to develop 
his apologetic approach in accord with this understanding.55 lamoreaux, 
in his recognition that abu Qurrah was one of the first to write a theologi-
cal defense against islam in arabic, also says that he was “one of the most 
creative and imaginative christian theologians of the early middle ages.”56 

Abu Qurrah’s Three-Pronged Approach

in his apologetic writings, abu Qurrah had a three-pronged approach as 
he addressed christians, Jews and muslims. for christians, he defended 
the chalcedonian definition of orthodoxy against those christian sects op-
posed to it. for Jews, abu Qurrah argued that Jesus is superior to moses, 
especially because he initiated his own miracles in his own name and in 
his own power. for muslims, abu Qurrah wrote three treatises on chris-
tology, meant to help christians understand islam better and also defend 

52. ibid.
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christianity philosophically and rationally against the muslims.57 sidney 
griffith writes that, 

abu Qurrah’s purposes were to answer the objections of the 
adversaries, and, perhaps most importantly, to make a clear 
statement of christian faith in arabic. The latter achievement is 
what put him in the vanguard of the movement toward a fully 
arabophone christianity in the caliphate, a movement which 
had its earliest life-giving roots in the monasteries of palestine.58 

abu Qurrah also successfully used his knowledge of islam, muslims 
and the Qur’an to fashion his arguments in terms that would impact his 
readers. in regard to abu Qurrah’s use of his knowledge of islam, Beaumont 
concludes that abu Qurrah provided “arguments for christological beliefs 
that were based on principles derived from islamic teaching.”59 Due to this 
new approach, abu Qurrah was able to fulfill his purposes of both training 
christians to defend their beliefs, and also of reaching out to muslims with 
a meaningful apologetic bridge.60

Abu Qurrah’s Defense of the Trinity

one of these “bridges” involved the defense of the trinity. griffith says that 
abu Qurrah expresses the trinity “in terms of the current islamic theories 
of divine attributes.”61 in fact, it seems that, like John of Damascus before 
him, almost everything that abu Qurrah wrote dealt with countering either 
the christian heresies being taught around him or the islamic doctrines that 
were becoming so pervasive and constricting to what he believed to be at 
the heart of his theology, the nature of the true religion and the true church.62 
in regard to one of abu Qurrah’s main writings, “on orthodoxy,” griffith 
explains how the presence and influence of the muslims shaped much of 
what he wrote.63

57. ibid., 28–29.
58. griffith, “monks of palestine,” 23.
59. Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims, 30.
60. J. h. crehan remarked that abu Qurrah’s use of reason “shows that eastern 
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The ever-present background to Theodore abu Qurrah’s ecclesi-
ology is the islamic milieu within which he elaborated his views. 
The very structure of the essay ‘on orthodoxy,’ as we shall see, 
is dictated by the kerygmatic posture of islam. The essay is in 
every line a response to the call to islam as well as an answer 
to christian adversaries; it provides an arabophone christian’s 
apology for his beliefs, in the face of what one muslim contro-
versialist of the ninth century called the ‘silencing questions’ to 
be put to christians.64 

a number of these “silencing questions” had to do with the trinity, 
which abu Qurrah defended against islam, as well as against the nestori-
ans and the Jacobites, in a treatise entitled, appropriately enough, “on the 
trinity.” 

Theodore Abu Qurrah’s “On the Trinity”65

abu Qurrah begins his treatise on the trinity by stating that there are three 
kinds of people: those who will not believe, those who believe but will not 
examine their faith, and those who desire to understand that which they 
believe by faith. he contends that those who examine the world’s beliefs will 
choose christianity, since christianity is the only religion that will appeal 
to those who “became believers through the action of their minds.”66 other 
religions, he says, are accepted based on either deception or desire. Thus, 
christianity is superior because it is followed not by desire or deception 
(or force), but by exercising humility and by following reason. This would 
even be true if someone is asked to believe in something that they do not 
understand, such as the trinity. Thus, one of his goals in his treatise is to 
show that the trinity is not only supported by scripture, but that it is also 
supported by reason, and that together faith and reason will confirm belief 
in the trinity.

The Subject of his Treatise

according to abu Qurrah, the doctrine of the trinity, which teaches that 
the father, son, and holy spirit are three hypostases and one god, and “each 
of these hypostases is in itself fully god,” may confuse people when they 

64. griffith, Muslims and Church Councils, 277.
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hear about it.67 These confused people want to say that it cannot be so and 
would rather argue falsely that when christians reject the idea of one hy-
postasis, and therefore one god, and argue that there are three hypostases 
instead, then the christians must also believe that there are three gods. 
however, abu Qurrah argues that the scriptures affirm that the father is 
god, the son is god, and the holy spirit is god—and yet there is only one 
god. Therefore, these three hypostases must be one god.

even though it may be beyond our understanding,68 abu Qurrah says 
that through faith the scriptures are confirmed, and if they testify to the 
existence of three hypostases and one god, then this truth should be accept-
ed.69 abu Qurrah also relates that the holy spirit will provide “persuasive 
arguments” to confirm this doctrine when a person accepts it through faith. 
Thus, both the testimony of scripture and the testimony of reason are used 
by abu Qurrah in order for him to make his case.

The Testimony of Reason

abu Qurrah realizes that reason on its own cannot verify the doctrine of 
the trinity, but when it is aligned with scripture it can confirm and make 
reasonable the claims of scripture, just as faith in what scripture teaches can 
confirm the reliability of arguments from reason. in this section abu Qur-
rah begins by reminding his reader that while man has a single nature, that 
of being “man,” if you have three people, say peter, James and John, these 
three people still only have the one nature, that of man. Their one nature 
cannot be misconstrued to be three natures. abu Qurrah goes on to say, “in 
the same way, father, son, and holy spirit are three persons with one nature 
(that being god).”70 he is not saying that one god is three gods, but rather 
the three persons are one god. he is also not saying that three persons are 
one person, but rather that three persons are one god. Therefore, “the fa-
ther is god, but god is not the father.” in the same way, “the son is god, but 
god is not the son, and the spirit is god, but god is not the spirit.”71 it is 
important not to confuse the nature with the person or hypostases. critics 
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may say that this statement does not make sense, but it is actually not illogi-
cal. abu Qurrah illustrates this same point when he says that just as three 
pieces of pure gold are not three golds, but rather one gold (by nature), in 
the same way the father, son and holy spirit are, by nature, one god, not 
three gods.72

Conclusions on the Trinity

as abu Qurrah started out addressing three types of people, he also con-
cludes with a word for Jews, muslims and christians. to the Jews who 
accept the torah, abu Qurrah asks that if they accept the old testament 
scripture that says that “man and woman are one body,” even though they 
have separate bodies, all the more should the Jews accept the scripture that 
says that father, son and holy spirit are one god, especially since each per-
son is fully god. how can the Jews accept the analogy between a man and a 
woman without accepting the deeper reality of the relationship between the 
father, son and holy spirit, who are three persons and yet one god?

as for the muslims, and others “who do not believe in the christian’s 
old and new testaments,” abu Qurrah challenges them to accept the ratio-
nal arguments presented in his treatise on the christian doctrine that the 
father, son and holy spirit are each fully god and that the three of them 
are one god since the arguments “compel them to have faith . . . and against 
which they have no defense.”73 

as for christians, abu Qurrah says that the testimony of scripture 
should be enough to confirm for them the truth of the trinity even if they 
cannot find “anything to confirm . . . this belief in a rational manner.” for 
abu Qurrah, the testimony of christ and the believer’s obedience to him, 
through faith, is enough confirmation, for he believes that in the end it is 
enough in itself to persuade others of the truth of the trinity.

Similarities and Differences between John of Damascus and 
Theodore Abu Qurrah

in many ways abu Qurrah’s method of apologetics toward muslims was 
very much like John’s. first, abu Qurrah was concerned that christians 

72. John of Damascus develops these intricate relationships between the three per-
sons of the trinity in chaps. 6–8 of his Orthodox Faith. since it is likely that abu Qurrah 
was familiar with John’s writings, he may be reflecting some of John’s ideas in his own 
work.
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would be able to understand the distinctions between their own christian 
doctrines and the heretical views that they encountered in their discussions 
with muslims. second, he was concerned that christians should be able to 
defend and explain their own faith to muslims. Thus, there was the same 
“prepare and defend” approach that John utilized in his training.74 Both also 
used a dialogical approach, such as when they developed a defense for the 
trinity, but they were also known to be polemical—John in his sarcasm 
toward muhammad and the Qur’an, and Theodore in his criticism toward 
islam both for condoning violence in order to make converts and for prom-
ising sensual rewards in this life as well as the next.75 By the time that abu 
Qurrah was writing, however, the islamic presence was much more deeply 
felt. Thus, abu Qurrah would have had to explain the success of islam over 
christianity as he encouraged the believers to remain faithful to what they 
believed to be the truth. also, while John portrayed muslim theology as a 
heresy of christianity, Theodore used muslim theology in order to portray 
christianity as the true religion.76 in this regard John tolan concludes that 
“abu Qurrah attempts to justify christianity through the vocabulary and 
ideas of the mutakallimun of abbasid Baghdad. he calmly accepts the exis-
tence of islam on the political and social level: we are all seekers of truth, he 
seems to be saying to muslims; you just happen to be wrong.”77

Did John of Damascus Influence Theodore Abu Qurrah?

Both John of Damascus and Theodore abu Qurrah were known for their 
theological acumen and their dialogical apologetic styles, but is there any 
evidence that abu Qurrah was familiar with the writings of John of Damas-
cus? even if abu Qurrah had been born after John died and had never lived 
at the monastery at mar sabas, as lamoreaux argues,78 evidence supports 
the view that abu Qurrah was familiar with John’s work and patterned his 
own method of dialogical apologetics upon John’s dialogues found in both 
the Heresy and the Disputation.79 louth even refers to abu Qurrah as “John’s 
intellectual heir.” in addition, in relation to the iconoclastic controversies, 
louth says that “all Theodore’s arguments are found in John, or are develop-
ments of them.” louth then goes on to say later that “there can scarcely be 
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75. tolan. Saracens, 59.
76. ibid., 58.
77. ibid., 59.
78. lamoreaux, Theodore Abu Qurrah, xii, xiii.
79. louth, St. John Damascene, 220–22.
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any doubt that Theodore knew John’s treatises.”80 Therefore, the similarities 
in their writings would be understandable. also, it is still likely that, given 
his theological interests, his ability to read greek and his relatively close 
proximity to Jerusalem and the monastery, abu Qurrah would have been 
familiar with the arguments and style used by John. it is perhaps telling 
that not only did the phrase “διὰ φωνης Ἰωάννου Δαμασκηνου” become 
connected with the work of John of Damascus rather than John the deacon, 
but even one of the manuscript stems of John’s Disputation ended up being 
attributed to abu Qurrah.81 These early connections and confusions may 
have been the result of an earlier known link that eludes us today. Whatever 
the case, we can still postulate possible sources of abu Qurrah’s writings in 
the thoughts and works of John. for example, in abu Qurrah’s treatise On 
the Trinity, there are at least five touch points back to John’s works. four are 
in the form of analogies or metaphors, which are found in the writings of 
both authors, and the fifth is a main theological point that cuts to the heart 
of the muslim apologetic against the divinity of christ. of course, these 
similarities do not prove that abu Qurrah received his ideas from John of 
Damascus, but abu Qurrah’s proximity to John’s place of writing, the simi-
larities in word choice, content and arguments, as well as the possibility of 
abu Qurrah’s own attribution to John’s influence, all support the proposi-
tion that abu Qurrah knew and used John’s treatises as a basis for his own.

The first analogy of abu Qurrah refers to the sun giving light to hu-
mans through its rays. in context, this is where abu Qurrah is relating that 
god created the world through his son just as the sun gives light to humans 
through its rays.82 Just as the rays of the sun are contiguous with the sun, 
so is the son with the father. likewise, in chapter 8 of book 1 of Orthodox 
Faith, John of Damascus discusses how the holy spirit is communicated 
to us through the son. John writes, “it is just like the rays and brightness 
coming from the sun, for the sun is the source of its rays and brightness and 
the brightness is communicated to us through the rays, and that it is which 
lights us and is enjoyed by us.”83 Both use the analogy of the sun and its rays 
and both link the analogy to the operation of the trinity.

a second analogy they both share also uses the medium of light. abu 
Qurrah writes, “the father, son and holy spirit resemble, rather, three 
lamps in a dark house. The light of each is dispersed in the whole house, 
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and the eye cannot distinguish the light of one from the light of the others 
or the light of all from the light of one.”84 in similar fashion John writes, 
“The godhead is undivided in things divided, just as in three suns joined 
together without any intervening interval there is one blending and the 
union of the light.”85 

a third analogy is a common one that st. augustine also used, and that 
is the relationship of speech to the mind. as the mind produces the word 
through the operation of the voice, or breath, so the father communicates 
his Word through the operation of the spirit. abu Qurrah alludes to this 
analogy,86 as does John.87 

a fourth analogy utilized by both John and Theodore relates how the 
arm and finger of a person is representative of the son as the arm of god 
and the spirit as the finger of god.88 in John’s disputation, section 5 of Kot-
ter’s system, John likens the Word of god to the “arm and power of god.” he 
then relates the Word of god to christ.89 abu Qurrah refers to a different 
verse, but the idea is the same.90 

The most important comparison is when both John and Theodore re-
fer to whether god has a Word or not. abu Qurrah is countering those who 
deny that the son and the holy spirit could be god, for they believe that 
there would then be three gods. abu Qurrah responds, “Does god have a 
Word? if you say that he does not, you have both made him mute and made 
human beings better than him.”91 This is reminiscent of John’s criticism in 
Heresy of the Ishmaelite when he accuses the saracens of being “mutilators” 
for tearing apart the trinity. in his Disputation, John argues that christ must 
be the Word of god, and god’s Word must have always existed because 
there could not be a time when god could not have had his Word. Both of 
John’s references to the Word of god may have been in the background of 
abu Qurrah’s thoughts as he constructed his own arguments, especially if he 
were already intimately familiar with John’s works. 

84. lamoreaux, Theodore Abu Qurrah, 184.
85. of 1.8, p. 187. even though it seems that John first lifted this metaphor from 

gregory nazianzen (sermon 31.14—pg 36:149a—see chase, St. John of Damascus, 
187n22), it is more likely, given the proximity and time period, that abu Qurrah would 
have gotten the idea from John rather than gregory.

86. lamoreaux, Theodore Abu Qurrah, 186.
87. of 1.13, p. 201.
88. lamoreaux, Theodore Abu Qurrah, 191.
89. Dis 5.3–4.
90. lamoreaux, Theodore Abu Qurrah, 191.
91. ibid., 190.
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for now, let us turn to another apologist who may have been influ-
enced by John’s style and theological arguments, the nestorian patriarch, 
timothy i.

tImothy I

Background Information

sidney griffith relates that during the lifetime of abu Qurrah, especially 
through the latter half of the eighth century and early ninth, “christian 
thinkers who lived among the muslims were already doing theology with 
the challenges of islam uppermost in their minds.”92 one of the most in-
fluential of these thinkers and apologists was the nestorian patriarch 
timothy i, who lived from 727–823, and served as patriarch of the east-
ern church, first in seleucia and later in Baghdad, for forty-three years 
(780–823).93 he overlapped with the lives of both John of Damascus and 
Theodore abu Qurrah, though there is no mention of him ever meeting 
with either of them. his administrative duties were spread over a vast area 
that extended eastward into central asia and southward into india, but it 
was for his scholarly acumen and celebrated debates, recorded in letters, 
that he was remembered best. one writer even states that timothy’s writ-
ings may have contributed to the apologetic formation of later “summae 
theologiae in christian literature.”94 also, in one of his letters recounting a 
discussion with a muslim philosopher, griffith says that timothy’s inter-
play with the theory of knowledge as he thinks through and answers the 
muslim’s objections “reveals patriarch timothy as a thinker on the order of 
John of Damascus or Theodore bar Koni, who realize that the challenge of 
islam requires a return to the basics.”95 his theological works were mostly 
transmitted through “letter-treatises” that he addressed to fellow bishops 
and monks, and, perhaps, muslim scholars. he wrote in syriac, which was 
still the ecclesiastical language of his time, but griffith says that “it is clear 
that he was competent in greek and, of course, fluent in arabic.”96 

The discourse that we will focus on took place as a debate between 
timothy i and the caliph al-mahdi over a period of two days in the year 
aD 781. While the debate itself was most likely conducted orally in arabic, 

92. griffith, Shadow, 45.
93. ibid.
94. griffith, “Disputes with muslims in syriac christian texts,” 264.
95. ibid.
96. griffith, Shadow, 45.
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timothy recorded the details several years later in a letter written down in 
syriac and ostensibly sent to a friend.97 timothy was reluctant to write the 
letter, and even felt “repugnance” when he considered the “futility” of the 
outcome of his work, since he did not feel that his words would be very con-
vincing to muslims or serve as a restraint for christians who were sliding 
over to the muslim beliefs. however, this work became an “immediate suc-
cess” in the syriac-speaking christian communities which were very famil-
iar with the topics dealt with in the debate.98 The format of the actual debate 
consisted of short questions from the caliph, which dealt with objections to 
christian doctrine and practices, and long answers from the patriarch. in 
this way timothy was able to provide detailed apologetic training for his 
extensive flock. The catechetical format was already a familiar didactic tool 
in the syriac church,99 but the patriarch took it to a new dimension as he not 
only sought to provide accurate and persuasive answers for the muslims, 
but also to demonstrate how christians living under muslim rule could 
respond to their situation and defend their beliefs while retaining good 
rapport with their rulers and remaining good citizens in difficult circum-
stances. Throughout the long debate timothy retained his composure and 
conducted himself with extreme civility and graciousness. one of the best 
illustrations of this was when he was asked by the caliph, “What do you say 
about muhammad?” Just forty years earlier John of Damascus had referred 
to muhammad as a “false prophet” who spread rumors and wrote scriptures 
that were worthy only of “laughter.”100 timothy, on the other hand, continu-
ally referred to the caliph in reverential terms such as “our victorious king,” 
“king of kings,” or even our “god-loving lord.” Thus, when asked about 
muhammad, timothy’s reply was filled with graciousness and accolades for 
the esteemed prophet of the muslims. he defers that muhammad “walked 
in the path of prophets” because he “taught the doctrine of one god,” “drove 
men away from bad works,” “separated men from idolatry and polytheism, 
and attached them to god,” and “taught about god, his Word and his 

97. samir, “The prophet muhammad as seen by timothy i,” 91.see also griffith, 
“Disputes with muslims in syriac christian texts,” 262. 

98. mingana, “patriarch timothy i and The caliph mahdi,” 174. see also griffith, 
Shadow, 48. it is interesting to note that the editor of the mingana text, n. a. newman, 
writes that “neither timothy nor mahdi seem to have had a very good knowledge of 
each other’s religion,” and even that timothy “does not display any familiarity with 
the hadith or islamic history,” newman, trans., Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue, 165. 
however, in 781 there were probably few hadith circulating, and ibn ishaq’s biography 
(d. 767) may not have been in circulation long, leaving only the maghazi narratives for 
written historical information.

99. griffith, “Disputes with muslims in syriac christian texts,” 263.
100. her 16.
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spirit.”101 however, timothy stops short of saying that muhammad was a 
true prophet, primarily because the old testament and the new testament 
did not prophecy the coming of muhammad and he had not performed any 
miracles. trying to get around this obstacle, the caliph asks the patriarch, 
“Who then is the paraclete?”102 it seems that even at this early date the mus-
lims were already trying to associate muhammad with the paraclete men-
tioned in the Bible in order to substantiate the prophethood of muhammad. 
This interpretation originates from the upper room discourse where Jesus is 
referring to the coming of the holy spirit, or the comforter. muslims were 
trying to make the greek word παράκλητος (paraclete) into περίκλητος 
(periclete), which refers to the “praised one” (one of the meanings of the 
term “ahmed,” which makes up part of muhammad’s name), but the word 
is not used in the new testament. after timothy explains why muhammad 
is not found in the Bible, the caliph goes on to say that the reason muham-
mad is not in the present Bible is that it was corrupted, and all mentions 
of muhammad were expunged from god’s original revelation.103 timothy 
defends the Bible against the claims of corruption, saying that since the Jews 
and the christians were at enmity with one another it would not serve either 
side to corrupt the Bible since the christians relied on the prophecy of the 
old testament to validate Jesus and the Jews continued to reject Jesus even 
though their scriptures were replete with prophecies concerning him. in re-
gard to muhammad not being mentioned in any of the prophecies, timothy 
says that prophecy ended with Jesus christ, for after the coming of christ 
“there will be neither prophet nor prophecy.”104 he also warns that anyone 
who claims to be a prophet after christ is fulfilling the scripture that states 
“many false prophets will arise and deceive many.”105 Thus, he claims that 
muhammad fulfills the prophecy of a false prophet.106

Timothy’s Explanation of the Trinity

in regard to timothy’s beliefs and statements concerning the trinity, there 
are a number of “echoes” back to the theological and apologetic works of 
John of Damascus, not only in the theological constructs used, but also in 
the ways that analogies were utilized. on the second day of the debates the 

101. mingana, “patriarch timothy i and the caliph mahdi,” 218.
102. ibid., 191.
103. ibid., 193, 212–15.
104. samir, “The prophet muhammad as seen by timothy i,” 99.
105. matt 24:11–12.
106. samir, “The prophet muhammad as seen by timothy i,” 101.
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caliph asked timothy about his belief in god. for muslims there can only 
be one god. to associate another with god is considered shirk, or the great-
est of all sins. Thus, when the caliph queried, “You believe in one god, as 
you said, but one in three,” he was probing the deepest of their theological 
disputes. timothy answered, “i do not deny that i believe in one god in 
three and three in one, but not in three different godheads, however, but in 
the persons of god’s Word and his spirit. i believe that these constitute one 
god, not in their person, but in their nature. i have shown how in my previ-
ous words.”107 indeed, references to the trinity were sprinkled throughout 
the debate. earlier timothy used three analogies to communicate the sense 
that there could be one object and yet three aspects of the one nature. for 
example, the sun is one but it produces light and heat, and while the light 
and heat are different attributes of the sun they carry the essential nature 
of the sun in the light they produce and the heat that is radiated. The same 
could be said about an apple which is known by its scent and by its taste. 
he also used the familiar analogy of the mind producing the thought that 
is communicated through the voice (breath).108 This was formulated as far 
back as the time of st. augustine, but it is also prominent in the work of 
John of Damascus.109 two of the ways that timothy echoes John’s ideas on 
the trinity are in regard to the Word and spirit not being separable from 
god and also in timothy’s explanation of how the three persons of the 
trinity relate to one another, which hearkens back to John’s perichoretical 
description of the trinity’s co-inherence with each person in a type of “circle 
dance.” The first connection involves the relationship between god’s Word 
and his spirit. in Heresies, John accused the saracens of being “mutilators” 
of god because they were attempting to tear apart the nature of the trinity. 

since you also say that christ is Word and spirit of god, why 
do you accuse us of being “ἑταιριαστάς” (associators)? for the 
Word and the spirit are inseparable from the one in whom they 
exist by nature. Therefore, if the Word of god is in god, then it 
is evident that he is god as well. if, however, the Word is outside 
of god, then, according to you, god is without Word and spirit. 
consequently, by avoiding the association of a partner with 
god, you have mutilated him.110 

107. mingana, “patriarch timothy i and The caliph mahdi,” 219.
108. ibid., 180–85.
109. of course, timothy could have simply picked up on the standard metaphors 

circulating in the christian community of his day, as had John. however, the similari-
ties between John’s prior writings and timothy’s arguments at least provide circumstan-
tial evidence of timothy’s knowledge of John’s apologetic.

110. her 69–74.
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timothy also has a problem with the way the caliph views the trinity. 
When mahdi asks, “are the Word and the spirit not separable from god,” 
timothy responds:

no; never. as light and heat are not separable from the sun, so 
also (the Word) and spirit of god are not separable from him. 
if one separates from the sun its light and its heat, it will im-
mediately become neither light-giver nor heat-producer, and 
consequently it will cease to be the sun. so also if one separates 
from god his Word and his spirit, he will cease to be a rational 
and living god, because the one who has no reason is called ir-
rational, and the one who has no spirit is dead. if one, therefore, 
ventures to say about god that there was a time in which he 
had no Word and no spirit, such a one would blaspheme against 
god, because his saying would be equivalent to asserting that 
there was a time in which god had no reason and no life.111 

Both John and timothy respond to the muslim by emphasizing the 
necessity of the godhead always having the Word and the spirit, for without 
the Word of god and the spirit of god then god could not be god. There-
fore the Word and the spirit must also be god. There cannot be a time when 
god did not have his Word or his spirit and, indeed, god cannot be god 
without having his Word and his spirit.112 Whether or not timothy picked 
up this concept from reading John’s works, the apologetic reasoning and the 
intent of the argument is the same.

in another response concerning the trinity, timothy seems to hearken 
back to John’s perichoretical formulation. The caliph asked timothy, “What 
is the difference between the son and the spirit, and how is it that the son 
is not the spirit, nor the spirit the son?” at first timothy gives the caliph 
the standard answer that the relationship in the trinity is that the father is 
not begotten while the son is begotten of the father and the spirit proceeds 
from the father.113 however, as he continues to explain the relationship, his 
description sounds as if it could be “through the voice” of John of Damascus.

in this very way from the uncircumscribed father the son is 
begotten and the spirit proceeds, in an uncircumscribed way: 
the eternal from the eternal, the uncreated from the uncreated, 
the spiritual from the spiritual. since they are uncircumscribed, 
they are not separated from one another, and since they are not 
bodies, they are not mixed and confused with one another, but 

111. mingana, “patriarch timothy i and The caliph mahdi,” 181.
112. see also of 1.6, 174.
113. mingana, “patriarch timothy i and The caliph mahdi,” 183.
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are separated in their persons in a united way, so to speak, and 
are united in their nature in a separate way. god is, therefore, 
one in nature with three personal attributes.114 

in John’s orthodox faith we find this similar statement:

and so we speak of perfect individual substances to avoid giving 
any idea of composition in the divine nature. for composition is 
the cause of disintegration. and again, we say that the three per-
sons are in one another, so as not to introduce a whole swarm of 
gods. By the three persons we understand that god is uncom-
pounded and without confusion; by the consubstantiality of the 
persons and their existence in one another and by the indivis-
ibility of the identity of will, operation, virtue, power, and, so to 
speak, motion we understand that god is one. for god and his 
Word and his spirit are really one god.115 

Both timothy and John recognized that the relationship between the 
father, son and holy spirit is a mystery, and yet they also recognized that 
the concept of the trinity is not illogical. if they could at least convey the 
idea that god could be one and yet three, one in substance and three in 
persons, and those persons in one another without mixing or confusion, but 
united in their separate ways, then perhaps they would have accomplished 
as much as they were able. Their christian readers would be further in-
structed and their muslim objectors would have something more to ponder.

al-kIndI

The Apology of ‘Abd al-Masih b. Ishaq al-Kindi

This text claims to be a muslim challenge by a cousin of a caliph in the 
abbasid period to a christian serving in the court with the family name 
of al-Kindi. The actual names were concealed in order to protect the se-
curity of the writers, who also claimed friendship. The actual names that 
have become attached to this debate are abdullah hashimi, a cousin of the 
caliph ma’mun, and ‘abd al-masih b. ishaq al-Kindi, a nestorian christian 
apparently serving as a translator in the court of ma’mun around the year 
aD 820. sir William muir believes that the surnames may be correct and 
the rest fictitious in order to protect the identities. a number of Western 

114. ibid., 184–85.
115. of 1.8, 185.
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scholars of islam have come to doubt the authenticity of the text,116 and 
some ascribe it to a fictitious account written centuries later, but muir con-
cludes that the internal evidence of the apology substantiates the claim that 
this correspondence is an “authentic production of the early ninth century.”117 
The apology consists of a challenge from the muslim for the christian to 
accept the muslim religion. This is followed by an explanation of the five 
pillars of the religion, with Jihad curiously listed as the fifth pillar instead of 
zakat (the giving of alms).118

While timothy i and the caliph mahdi apparently did not know much 
about each other’s religions (aD 781),119 by the time al-Kindi comes on the 
scene his muslim protagonist not only has studied the Bible, but he also 
sprinkles his own anti-christian apology with numerous Qur’anic injunc-
tions. in the muslim’s summons, he says that he has spoken his mind “in 
the spirit of goodwill and sincere affection.” however, he follows this up 
with a list of Qur’anic verses calling down “everlasting fire” on those who 
don’t believe as he does.120 even when he challenges the christian to think 
correctly about the nature of the oneness of god, he warns him that “he who 
worships more gods than one lies against god with a grievous sin.”121 The 
muslim claims that his faith is the “orthodox faith” and that he has spoken 
the true Word of god. in his challenge to the christian concerning the trin-
ity, he cajoles him to renounce his folly:

away then with your present unbelief, which means error and 
misery and calamity. Will you any longer cleave to what you 
must admit is a mere medley? i mean your doctrine of father, 
son and holy ghost, and the worship of the cross? i have grave 
doubts on your behalf. What has one of your knowledge and 
reputation to do with so mean a conception of the divine?122 

116. newman, Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue, 356.
117. muir, “The apology of al-Kindi,” 365–80.
118. newman, Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue, 389–91. “Then i summon you to 

wage war in the ways of god, i.e., to raid the hypocrites and to slay the unbelievers 
and idolater with the edge of the sword; to capture and plunder till they embrace the 
faith and witness that there is no god but god and that muhammad is his servant and 
apostle, or else pay the tribute and accept humiliation.”

119. ibid., 165.
120. ibid., 401.
121. ibid., 400 (Q. 4:51).
122. ibid., 400.
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Al-Kindi’s Response Regarding the Trinity

al-Kindi’s response in regard to the trinity follows a familiar pattern em-
braced by his apologist predecessors and is based on ideas and practices 
demonstrated by John of Damascus. he first deals with ontological issues of 
god’s essence, then explains that god without his Word cannot be god, and 
finally concludes that the mystery of the trinity can only be fully accepted 
through god’s revelation. The muslims at that time were strongly opposed 
to anyone who questioned the oneness of god, or the concept of tawhid. 
Therefore, when al-Kindi dealt with this issue, he emphasized that he not 
only accepted the oneness of god, but that without one accepting also the 
triune nature of god then there was only a deficient belief. as to god’s 
essence, al-Kindi says that “we describe him as one, perfect in essence, 
threefold in his personality.”123 he also says that “he is the father of all exis-
tence in virtue of his essence, without mingling, merging or composition.”124 
again he says, “as to that which touches his essence, we believe that, co-es-
sential and co-eternal with him are his Word and spirit, alike transcendent, 
exalted above all attribute and predicate.”125 These are specific teachings of 
John of Damascus in his writings, reflected in the specific responses of the 
apologists succeeding John. however, al-Kindi then writes something that 
goes beyond John’s words and brings a significant twist to this argument 
when he says that “the definition of god is only complete when both aspects 
are included.” in other words, god’s essence has to be allied to his personal-
ity in order to be fully understood (one ousia and three hypostases). he even 
chides that muhammad contradicted himself due to his failure to under-
stand this relationship. muhammad continually said that god was one, but 
then he also referred to god’s Word and god’s spirit, without realizing that 
only unity in trinity could explain the relationship of the three persons in 
one god.126

secondly, al-Kindi alludes to the Damascene argument that god with-
out his Word could not be god. 

now if it is said that god existed without any world until such 
time as he chose to create one, it might appear reasonable to 
say of him in the same way, that he was without life, knowl-
edge and wisdom till life, knowledge and wisdom came to birth 
within the godhead, and were found in him. But that were an 

123. ibid., 417.
124. ibid.
125. ibid., 419.
126. ibid., 422.
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abuse of terms. how could god for a single second be lacking in 
life or knowledge?127 

Though he does not say it explicitly, the same would hold true for the 
Word of god. how could god be god without his Word? he then gives his 
definition of the one he worships: “We assert that god with his Word and 
spirit, is one; three persons in the one substance or essence.”128 ultimately, 
though, as he continues his explanation, he claims that this mystery of the 
trinity can only fully be accepted and believed through revelation by god.129 

toward the end of his section on the trinity, he asks his challenger a 
question: “Do you know any who say that god is the third of three?”130 in 
other words, the muslims accused the christians of believing in three gods, 
but none of the sects, even the most heretical ones, ever claimed to worship 
three gods.131 Thus, al-Kindi challenges his muslim friend to cease from his 
error and embrace what al-Kindi has expounded, that “in the one god are 
the Word and spirit; one yet three.”132

conclusIon

as we analyze the statements of these three men on the trinity, we recog-
nize on the one hand that there are a number of similar ideas and practices 
that may have come through their knowledge of the writings of John of 
Damascus. prominent among these views is that the Word and spirit had 
to have been eternally with the father; otherwise there would have been a 
time when god would not have had his Word and spirit. The successors 
also made use of analogies for the trinity, which are found in John’s writ-
ings: the sun giving off heat and light; the arm of a man being likened to 
christ being the arm of god; and the mind producing a thought that is 
communicated through the voice (breath). These analogies were commonly 
used before John, but in the scholastic isolation brought on by islam, these 

127. ibid., 420.
128. ibid., 421.
129. ibid.
130. ibid., 425.
131. al-Kindi does mention that the marcionites sometimes are interpreted as say-

ing this: “i am sure you do not, unless you mean the sect known as marcionites, who 
speak of three substances which they term divine yet distinct, one of which represents 
justice, the other mercy and the other for an evil principle. But these marcionites are 
not christians, nor are they known by that name.” (newman, Early Christian-Muslim 
Dialogue, 425)

132. ibid.
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christian arabic scholars may have had a better chance of receiving the 
application of these analogies from a theologian, John, who was local and 
familiar. There are also strong ties to John’s explanation of the perichoretical 
relationship within the trinity. unless these men had read gregory of nyssa 
regarding these ideas, they most likely had their first introduction through 
John’s writings. in conclusion, while John’s apologetic approach was based 
on a greek philosophical model and chalcedonian beliefs, his successors 
took parts of John’s method and further contextualized it for the muslim 
mindset. They built their model on answering questions from the Qur’an 
rather than merely defending doctrine, and their reasoning was founded 
upon Kalam philosophical constructs. still, both John and his successors 
had the same overarching goals in their respective apologetic approaches: to 
instruct christians in doctrine, to prepare them to defend their beliefs, and 
to teach them how to refute error.
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Concluding Thoughts

hIstorIcal consIderatIons

as one of the first major theologians to confront what he called a “heresy,” 
John believed that it was his duty to protect believers from what he viewed 
as false beliefs.1 Therefore, he took it upon himself to summarize the pre-
ceding seven centuries of orthodox christian faith in order to provide a 
theological foundation for christians living among the muslims. he also 
developed two works, the Heresy of the Ishmaelites and the Disputation be-
tween a Christian and a Saracen, in order to warn christians of the dangers 
of the new beliefs,2 to demonstrate the rational basis of christianity, and to 
provide a model for refuting the challenges of islam. Through this study we 
gained a deeper appreciation of the historical and apologetical nature of one 
of the first arguments on the trinity between a christian theologian and his 
muslim opponents.

The background on John’s life helped to establish his key position as 
both a theologian and an apologist serving in an important civil servant 
role in the court of the caliph, which qualified him to give eyewitness tes-
timony of the historical and theological developments of islam. he knew 
the early developmental phases of islamic politics and theology first-hand. 

1. louth, St. John Damascene, 77. griffith points out that anastasios in the 690s, 
like John at a later time, also considered islam as a kind of christian heresy: griffith, 
Shadow, 31–32.

2. see armour, Islam, Christianity, and the West, 41.
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he knew arabic. he held a position of authority and respect. he interacted 
with both the civil and religious spheres of his day, and he developed an 
apologetic approach to islam that was copied and adapted for centuries after 
his death. The biographical material on John of Damascus may be minimal, 
but through the substantiated historical evidence, together with the logical 
conclusions based on the internal and external evidence of writings during 
that time, as well as the hagiographical information on John’s life, education 
and accomplishments, we can establish that John was employed in a key 
position as chief financial officer in the umayyad empire, served as a priest 
and monk in the melkite tradition, and was responsible for writing at least 
two treatises on islam and other significant doctrinal and liturgical works 
for the church. Thus, John’s position, intelligence and faith uniquely quali-
fied him for his assessment of islam.

The material on the islamic context of John’s time highlighted the his-
torical controversies facing him. it is necessary to understand the histori-
cal and theological context of the first century of islam in order to better 
evaluate the historicity of John’s critique of the religion of islam. like John, 
early witnesses provided a window into the development of the “heresy of 
the ishmaelites” as well as examples of the responses of the various chris-
tian groups displaced by the conquest. These non-muslim “voices” are very 
significant, not only in that they give us a literary connection back to the 
beginning of the conquest in the 630s, but also in that they provide an 
outsider’s critical view of events and developments within the religion that 
has become islam. some of the conclusions from these accounts are very 
helpful in re-creating the social, religious and intellectual environment of 
John’s time. for example, there were no written islamic accounts in arabic 
of muhammad or the beliefs of the muslims in the seventh century other 
than the words etched on the Dome of the rock (aD 691) and some arab 
coins (aD 686). from the testimony of the non-muslims, references to a 
“prophet” were generalized and actually supported a renegade leader of a 
new monotheistic religion similar to the forms of heterodoxical Judaism 
and christianity found in that area. 

an overview of the islamic development of theology aided in provid-
ing a theological context for John’s defense of christian doctrine against 
what he viewed as heresy. The early muslims wrestled with issues regarding 
faith versus works, free will versus predestination, and the uncreated nature 
of the Qur’an. These doctrines were not hammered out in a vacuum, but 
rather in the midst of a predominantly christian milieu. Just as apologetics 
was used to forge christian doctrines such as the trinity, evidence suggests 
it was also employed in the development of the early islamic doctrines. 
as christians and Jews critiqued the Qur’an and argued against muslim 
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theological viewpoints, muslim scholars devised ways to counter their op-
ponents’ beliefs and strengthen their own views. muslim theologians also 
had to suppress heretical ideas within their own fold. from this crucible of 
controversy, “orthodox” muslim theology was forged and defended. These 
theological controversies challenged the existing religions in the area and 
forced christian theologians like John of Damascus to re-contextualize doc-
trinal issues that were under fire, such as the trinity and the deity of christ.

WrItIngs of John of damascus on Isl am 

John’s apologetic approach in his major works on islam, the Heresy of the 
Ishmaelites and the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen was 
analyzed in order to explore John’s arguments against islam’s rejection of 
the deity of christ and the doctrine of the trinity. These treatises were also 
utilized to explore the writing of christian theology in an islamic context, 
especially the relationship between the expression of orthodox teaching on 
the trinity and the apologetic process of defending, as well as commending, 
the trinity to muslims. 

John’s work in re-contextualizing the doctrine of the trinity in his 
defense of christianity against islam was significant for his own time, and 
it also had far reaching effects on his successors. he summarized christian 
doctrine systematically for his day based on prior work done by theologians 
who were also apologists. he was also the first major theologian to engage 
in a written apologetic with islam through two works specifically crafted 
to defend christianity against what he referred to as the “heresy of the 
ishmaelites.”3 in this role, he modeled for us a way that the apologetic pro-
cess engages doctrine. John’s teaching on the trinity revealed the standard 
of orthodoxy at this stage in the church’s development. his contentions with 
islam can therefore show the importance of how trinitarian doctrine devel-
oped through the previous councils and theological writings up through the 
challenge of this new threat facing the church. 

one of the significant conclusions reached in this book was that the 
evidence supported John as the author of the Heresy of the Ishmaelites and 
that it was probably written in the third or fourth decade of the eighth cen-
tury. John had a clear, though limited, knowledge of the writings of the sara-
cens, as well as of muhammad. he knew parts of the Qur’an (surahs 2, 3, 4 
and 5), and he made references to a “book” not present in the Qur’an, the 
supposed surah on the She-Camel. he called muhammad a “false prophet” 
and did not consider muhammad a religious model to emulate. John also 

3. louth, St. John Damascene, 77. see also saperstein, “encounters with islam.”
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understood that the core beliefs of christianity, the doctrine of the trinity 
and the deity of christ, were strongly opposed by the muslims. Throughout 
his dialogues, John raised very real questions and attempted to give real 
theological answers. John’s concern was to equip his fellow christians with 
an understanding of the muslim belief system and provide a ready defense 
of the christian faith.

The authenticity and authorship issues of the Disputation between a 
Christian and a Saracen helped determine the importance of this work in 
making appropriate assesments of the development of islam at this time. 
Though Kotter does not believe firm authorship by John of Damascus can 
be assigned to the Disputation because of the number of variant forms, this 
book has found that the best explanation is that the various transmissions 
may have been assembled from a “composite” text derived from John’s writ-
ten and oral dialogues. a careful examination of the different formats sug-
gests that the original order can be reconstructed, and it supports John’s 
authorship as well. if this work is truly from John, then we have a description 
of what the theological arguments between the christians and the saracens 
consisted of in the middle of the eighth century.

The analysis of John’s Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen 
also revealed several significant things about John’s association with the 
development of islam. first of all, the comparison between John’s theo-
logical work, Orthodox Faith, and the Disputation between a Christian and 
a Saracen confirms many similarities in style, content and word usage. This 
gives strong support to the view that the person who wrote the Disputation 
between a Christian and a Saracen probably also wrote Orthodox Faith. sec-
ondly, the dialogues reveal that John of Damascus was an astute observer of 
the transformations that were taking place in his culture. more than that, he 
understood the polemical points of disagreement between accepted chris-
tian doctrine and what he viewed as the aberrant theology of the saracens. 
he gave an accurate analysis of mid-eighth-century islamic theology, and 
his representation of christian orthodox faith became the standard for cen-
turies to come. The tone of the dialogues also showed that he was more con-
cerned with christians understanding their own beliefs in contradistinction 
to what he called the heresies of the saracens than with reaching a point of 
reconciliation with his opponents. This was to become the precedent for 
centuries of apologists to come.

The doctrines of the trinity and the deity of christ, found in John’s 
major theological treatise, the Orthodox Faith, were specifically examined 
because these are crucial theological issues in christianity, and they were 
the primary doctrines attacked by the theological pronouncements of islam. 
These were also issues that were clearly dealt with in the aplogetic writings 
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of John of Damascus as well as his successors. as we have seen in John’s 
treatise, Heresy of the Ishmaelites, and also in his set of dialogues making up 
the Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen, the belief in a triune god 
was one of the main points of controversy between the christians in syria 
and their islamic rulers. it is possible that the development of John’s apolo-
getic approach was based on his understanding of orthodox theology, and 
that both of these aspects of his work were in turn the result of his response 
to the growth of islamic theology and hegemony. 

John’s view of the trinity, as represented in his theological work Ortho-
dox Faith, was then compared to his defense of the trinity against islam in 
the Heresy of the Ishmaelites and the Disputation between a Christian and a 
Saracen. not only were common themes detailed, but it was shown that sim-
ilar wording was also employed. These same themes were also developed in 
John’s polemical writings against non-muslim beliefs such as manichaeism, 
which was a gnostic heresy, as well as monophysitism and nestorianism, 
which were considered to be christological heresies. These “proxy argu-
ments” may have enabled John to address the muslim challenges while 
remaining under the cover of critiquing a local heresy or a general religious 
dispute. in addition, the overlapping themes suggest that John of Damascus’ 
apologetic interaction with islamic theology, as well as non-muslim hereti-
cal views, molded the way he presented the orthodox doctrine of the trinity, 
as is found in his Orthodox Faith. in turn, his orthodox views on the trinity, 
gained from a number of christian theologians from the past, were further 
developed through the controversies facing christians in the time of John, 
and in the end set the standard by which new heresies, such as the beliefs of 
the ishmaelites, were judged. The apologetic approaches of those who fol-
lowed John were used to critique new heresies by providing counter argu-
ments based on the theological formulations developed by prior systematic 
theology, as is found in John’s Orthodox Faith. 

the development of John’s apolo getIc 
approach to Isl am

The development of John’s apologetic approach was explored as an exten-
sion of his theology, first to instruct christians in orthodox beliefs and, 
second, to provide a model for defending their beliefs and refuting the false 
doctrine of others. The focus on the tasks of apologetics involving prepara-
tion, defense and refutation was important because these areas were correl-
ative with the development of the trinity in the formative stages preceding 
John of Damascus. it is possible that the development of John’s apologetic 
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approach was based on his understanding of orthodox theology, and that 
both aspects of his work were in turn the result of his response to the growth 
of islamic theology and hegemony. John’s apologetic model was further de-
veloped as a way of supporting his views that christianity was the true faith 
and, therefore, superior to what he believed was the heresy of islam. 

finally, John’s apologetic legacy was explored in order to reveal the 
success of his model through the further development of his ideas and 
methods by his successors. as the trinitarian statements of three of John’s 
successors were analyzed and then compared with John’s writings, a number 
of similar ideas and practices that may have come through their knowledge 
of the writings of John of Damascus were highlighted. prominent among 
these views is that the Word and spirit had to have been eternally with the 
father; otherwise there would have been a time when god would not have 
had his Word and spirit. These successors also made use of analogies for the 
trinity, which are found in John’s writings. These patterns of thought and 
parallel arguments strongly suggest that, while John’s apologetic approach 
was based on a greek philosophical model and chalcedonian beliefs, his 
successors took parts of John’s method and further contextualized it for 
the muslim mindset. They built their model on answering questions from 
the Qur’an rather than merely defending doctrine, and their reasoning was 
founded upon Kalam philosophical constructs. still, both John and his suc-
cessors shared the same overarching goals in their respective apologetic ap-
proaches: to instruct christians in doctrine, to prepare them to defend their 
beliefs, and to teach them how to refute error.

certainly, John of Damascus was one of the most important chris-
tian voices in the discussions taking place during the first half of the eighth 
century between christians and muslims. in the end, this simple monk and 
priest provided a window into the development of muslim theological ideas 
of this time. in addition, John’s writings on islam, especially his explanation 
and defense of the trinity, provided a deeper appreciation of the histori-
cal and apologetical nature of the first arguments on the trinity between a 
christian theologian and the muslims.
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Appendix A
Substantiated Historical “Markers” in the Life of 
John of Damascus

1. John was born in Damascus, syria around 675 aD. 1, 2

2. he was part of a prominent family in the civil administration of syria.3,4

3. John’s family was probably semitic—“syrian rather than arabic” 
(mansur most likely means “victorious,” “ransomed,” or “saved”). 5, 6

4. his grandfather, mansur ibn sarjun, surrendered the city of Damas-
cus to the muslims in 635 aD, but retained his position under the 
caliphs.7

5. John’s father, sarjun ibn mansur, succeeded John’s grandfather as the 
general logothete (treasurer).8, 9, 10

1. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam.Revisited,106.
2. hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 482.
3. ibid., 480.
4. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 17–19, 29–30.
5. ibid., 5. 
6. le coz, Jean Damascene, 43.
7. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 17–19, 26–27, see esp. n4.
8. turtledove, trans., The Chronicle of Theophanes, 212 : “originally, logothetes were 

accountants. as Byzantine bureaucracy evolved and many late-roman offices disap-
peared during the crises of the seventh and eighth centuries, logothetes began to fill 
their functions, and the title came to mean ‘minister.’” 

9. hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 480–81.
10. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 26–29. 
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6. John’s arabic name, mansur ibn sarjun, was the same as his grandfa-
ther’s (though in later life it was Yuhanna b. mansur b. sarjun. 11, 12

7. his facility with greek verse and prose demonstrates that he had some 
type of classical education. 13, 14

8. John succeeded his father as the chief financial officer of the umayyad 
empire during the reign of abd al-malik (685–705). 15,16

9. John resigned from his post in the umayyad government and retired 
to a monastery near Jerusalem, perhaps st. sabas. 17, 18, 19, 20

10. he took the monastic name of John. 21

11. he never mentions st. sabas in his writings, but it is assumed that 
his monastery was near Jerusalem since John mentioned being close 
to the patriarch of Jerusalem (presumably John V, 706–35) and often 
preached in the church of the holy sepulcher in Jerusalem. 22, 23, 24, 25

12. he was ordained as a priest. 26, 27, 28, 29

13. he was of the melkite order (a supporter of the orthodoxy of the Byz-
antine king, which in syrian is malka). 30

11. ibid., 26–29. 
12. louth, “st John Damascene: preacher and poet,” 248.
13.  louth, St. John Damascene, 19.
14. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xv, xxviii.
15. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 26–29, 42.
16. sahas, “John of Damascus on islam. revisited,” 106.
17. ibid. 
18. louth, St. John Damascene, 6.
19. le coz, Jean Damascene, 54.
20 chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xii.
21. sahas, “John of Damascus on islam. revisited,” 105.
22. le coz, Jean Damascene, 54. 
23. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xii, xv.
24. louth, St. John Damascene, 6.
25. louth, “st John Damascene: preacher and poet,” 247.
26. turtledove, trans., The Chronicle of Theophanes, 100. “in syrian Damascus the 

priest and monk John chrysorrhoas (the son of mansur), an excellent teacher, shone 
in his life and his words.”

27. florovsky, Byzantine Fathers, 254.
28. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xii.
29. hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 484.
30. louth, St. John Damascene, 12
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14. he was described as a presbyter of the holy resurrection of christ our 
god. 31

15. eustratiades thought he was the ‘sacred preacher of the church of the 
anastasis” (church of the holy sepulcher). 32

16. he may have written his liturgical poetry and homilies in this post. 33

17. he was called John chrysorrhoas (‘flowing with gold’) by Theophanes, 
apparently in regard to his oratory skills in his preaching. 34, 35

18. he delivered a sermon in praise of peter of maiuma, who was mar-
tyred for blaspheming muhammad. 36, 37

19. he was condemned at the synod of hieria (east of chalcedon) in 754, 
apparently posthumously, and he was anathematized under the name 
of “mansur” for his writings in favor of the use of icons. 38, 39

20. he was exonerated by the 2nd council of nicaea (the seventh ecu-
menical council of 787). 40

21. John probably wrote most, if not all, of his theological works while 
in the monastery (though it is hard to construct a chronology of his 
works). 41

22. John’s works fall into three categories: “exposition and defense of or-
thodoxy, sermons, and liturgical poetry.” 42

31. turtledove, trans., The Chronicle of Theophanes, 100.
32. louth, St. John Damascene, 6.
33. ibid., 6.
34. pg 94:108.841a. chase adds that the term “chrysorrhoas” can be translated 

“golden-flowing” and probably refers to the name of the river that ran through Da-
mascus (chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xiv–xv). louth gives a slightly different 
rendition of Theophanes’s words relating that Theophanes called him “John chrysor-
rhoas (‘flowing with gold’), ‘because of the golden gleam of spiritual grace that bloomed 
both in his discourse and in his life’” (louth, St. John Damascene, 6).

35. louth, “st John Damascene: preacher and poet,” 249.
36. turtledove, trans., The Chronicle of Theophanes, 107.
37. louth, “st John Damascene: preacher and poet,” 249.
38. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xiii–xiv.
39. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 3–7.
40. tsirpanlis, Anthropology of Saint John of Damascus, 11–12.
41. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 51. 
42. louth, St. John Damascene, 9.
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23. his work in theology, De Fide Orthodoxa, was the first summa theo-
logica and has become a standard for the eastern orthodox church. 43

24. he was known as one of the “greatest liturgical poets.” some of his 
hymns are still used today, and his poetry still graces the pages of or-
thodox liturgy.44

25. John lived to be an old man and used the phrase “in the winter of 
words” in reference to himself.45

26. he probably died around 750 aD (at the age of 75). 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52

43. ibid., 13.
44. ibid.
45. ibid., 6.
46. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, xviin32.
47. simmons, Fathers and Doctors of the Church, 96.
48. louth, St. John Damascene , 7.
49. hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 482n95.
50. sahas, “John of Damascus on islam. revisited,” 107. 
51. sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 48.
52. florovsky, Byzantine Fathers, 254.
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Appendix B
Theological Development Chart



260

Appendix C
Heresy of the Ishmaelites (Translation from 
Kotter’s text)53

greek text english translation

Ἔστι δὲ καὶ ἡ μέχρι τοῦ νῦν κρατοῦσα 
λαοπλανὴς θρησκεία
τῶν Ἰσμαηλιτῶν πρόδρομος οὖσα τοῦ 
ἀντιχρίστου. Κατάγεται δὲ ἀπὸ
τοῦ Ἰσμαὴλ τοῦ ἐκ τῆς Ἄγαρ τεχθέντος τῷ 
Ἀβραάμ· διόπερ Ἀγαρηνοὶ 
καὶ Ἰσμαηλῖται προσαγορεύονται. Σαρακηνοὺς 
δὲ αὐτοὺς καλοῦσιν ὡς
ἐκ τῆς Σάρρας κενοὺς διὰ τὸ εἰρῆσθαι ὑπὸ τῆς 
Ἄγαρ τῷ ἀγγέλῳ· Σάρρα (5)
κενήν με ἀπέλυσεν. 
Οὗτοι μὲν οὖν εἰδωλολατρήσαντες καὶ 
προσκυνήσαντες τῷ ἑωσφόρῳ 
ἄστρῳ καὶ τῇ Ἀφροδίτῃ, ἣν δὴ καὶ Χαβὰρ τῇ 
ἑαυτῶν ἐπωνόμασαν 
γλώσσῃ, ὅπερ σημαίνει μεγάλη. 
Ἕως μὲν οὖν τῶν Ἡρακλείου χρόνων 
προφανῶς εἰδωλολάτρουν, ἀφ’ (10)

 There is also a coercive religion of the 
ishmaelites which prevails at this time and 
deceives the people, being the forerunner 
of the anti-christ. it originates from ish-
mael, who was brought forth from hagar 
unto abraham, and for this very reason 
they are called hagarenes or ishmaelites. 
They are also called saracens from the 
word “Σάρρας κενοὺς”a because of what 
was said by hagar to the angel, “sarah has 
sent me away empty.”
 so then, these were idolaters and wor-
shiped the morning star and aphrodite, 
whom they also called in their language 
“Khabar,”B which means “great.” There-
fore, until the time of heraclius, they were 
clearly idolaters, 

53. Kotter iV, 60–67. This critical text was the main source of the author’s transla-
tion, which was then compared with a french translation of the critical text, le coz, Jean 
Damascene, 210–27. other pre-critical text translations were also consulted: Sahas, John 
of Damascus on Islam,, 132–41. chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, 153–60; Voorhis, 
“John of Damascus on the moslem heresy,” 391–98; and edgecomb, “Biblicalia Blog.” 
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greek text english translation

οὗ χρόνου καὶ δεῦρο ψευδοπροφήτης αὐτοῖς 
ἀνεφύη Μάμεδ ἐπονομαζόμενος, 
ὃς τῇ τε παλαιᾷ καὶ νέᾳ διαθήκῃ 
περιτυχών, ὁμοίως ἀρειανῷ 
προσομιλήσας δῆθεν μοναχῷ ἰδίαν 
συνεστήσατο αἵρεσιν. Καὶ προφάσει 
τὸ δοκεῖν θεοσεβείας τὸ ἔθνος 
εἰσποιησάμενος, ἐξ οὐρανοῦ γραφὴν ὑπὸ 
θεοῦ κατενεχθῆναι ἐπ’ αὐτὸν διαθρυλλεῖ. Τινὰ 
δὲ συντάγματα ἐν τῇ παρ’ (15)
αὐτοῦ βίβλῳ χαράξας γέλωτος ἄξια τὸ σέβας 
αὐτοῖς οὕτω παραδίδωσι.
Λέγει ἕνα θεὸν εἶναι ποιητὴν τῶν ὅλων, μήτε 
γεννηθέντα μήτε γεγεννηκότα. 
Λέγει τὸν Χριστὸν λόγον εἶναι τοῦ θεοῦ 
καὶ πνεῦμα αὐτοῦ, 
κτιστὸν δὲ καὶ δοῦλον, καὶ ὅτι ἐκ Μαρίας, τῆς 
ἀδελφῆς Μωσέως καὶ Ἀαρών,
ἄνευ σπορᾶς ἐτέχθη. Ὁ γὰρ λόγος, φησί, τοῦ 
θεοῦ καὶ τὸ πνεῦμα εἰσῆλθεν (20)

and from that time until now, a false 
prophet, called mamed, sprung up among 
them; who, after conversing with an arian 
monk concerning the old and new testa-
ment, fabricated his own heresy. and after 
ingratiating himself and gaining favor 
from the people under a false pretense of 
piety, he spread rumorsc that a book had 
been sent down to him from heaven by 
god. Thus, heretical pronouncementsD 
inscribed in his book and worthy of laugh-
ter, were instead handed down to them as 
something to be revered. 
 he says there is one god, creator of all 
things, who has neither been begotten nor 
has begotten. he also says that christ was 
the Word of god and his spirit, but only 
a creature and a servant, and that he was 
born without seed from mary, the sister of 
moses and aaron. for, he says, the Word 
of god and the spirit entered 

εἰς τὴν Μαρίαν, καὶ ἐγέννησε τὸν Ἰησοῦν 
προφήτην ὄντα καὶ δοῦλον τοῦ 
θεοῦ. Καὶ ὅτι οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι παρανομήσαντες 
ἠθέλησαν αὐτὸν σταυρῶσαι
καὶ κρατήσαντες ἐσταύρωσαν τὴν σκιὰν 
αὐτοῦ, αὐτὸς δὲ ὁ Χριστὸς
οὐκ ἐσταυρώθη, φησίν, οὔτε ἀπέθανεν· 
ὁ γὰρ θεὸς ἔλαβεν αὐτὸν πρὸς 
ἑαυτὸν εἰς τὸν οὐρανὸν διὰ τὸ φιλεῖν αὐτόν. 
Καὶ τοῦτο δὲ λέγει, ὅτι, τοῦ (25)
Χριστοῦ ἀνελθόντος εἰς τοὺς οὐρανούς, 
ἐπηρώτησεν αὐτὸν ὁ θεὸς λέγων· 
Ὦ Ἰησοῦ, σὺ εἶπας, ὅτι υἱός εἰμι τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ 
θεός; Καὶ ἀπεκρίθη, φησίν, 
ὁ Ἰησοῦς· Ἵλεώς μοι, κύριε· σὺ οἶδας, ὅτι οὐκ 
εἶπον οὐδὲ ὑπερηφανῶ 
εἶναι δοῦλός σου· ἀλλ’ οἱ ἄνθρωποι οἱ 
παραβάται ἔγραψαν, ὅτι εἶπον τὸν 
λόγον τοῦτον, καὶ ἐψεύσαντο κατ’ ἐμοῦ, καί 
εἰσι πεπλανημένοι. Καὶ (30)

into mary and she gave birth to Jesus, who 
was a prophet and servant of god. and 
he says that the Jews unlawfully wanted to 
crucify him, but after arresting him they 
only crucified his shadow; for, he says, 
the christ was not crucified nor did he 
die, for god took him up to himself into 
heaven because he loved him. and this is 
what he says, that when christ ascended 
into heaven, god questioned him, saying 
“o Jesus, did you say ‘i am the son of god 
and god?’” and Jesus answered, saying, 
“Be merciful to me, lord. You know that 
i did not say (that), nor am i too proud to 
be your servant. errant men have written 
that i have made this declaration, but they 
are lying about me and they are the ones 
in error.” and,
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greek text english translation

ἀπεκρίθη, φησίν, αὐτῷ ὁ θεός· Οἶδα, ὅτι σὺ 
οὐκ ἔλεγες τὸν λόγον τοῦτον. 
  Καὶ ἄλλα πολλὰ τερατολογῶν ἐν τῇ τοιαύτῃ 
συγγραφῇ γέλωτος ἄξια,
ταύτην πρὸς θεοῦ ἐπ’ αὐτὸν κατενεχθῆναι 
φρυάττεται. Ἡμῶν δὲ λεγόντων· 
Καὶ τίς ἐστιν ὁ μαρτυρῶν, ὅτι γραφὴν αὐτῷ 
δέδωκεν ὁ θεός, ἢ τίς 
τῶν προφητῶν προεῖπεν, ὅτι τοιοῦτος 
ἀνίσταται προφήτης, καὶ δια (35)
πορούντων αὐτοῖς, ὡς ὁ Μωσῆς τοῦ θεοῦ 
κατὰ τὸΣινὰ ὄρος ἐπόψεσι παντὸς τοῦ λαοῦ, 
ἐν νεφέλῃ καὶ πυρὶ καὶ γνόφῳ 
καὶ θυέλλῃ φανέντος
ἐδέξατο τὸν νόμον, καὶ ὅτι πάντες οἱ προφῆται 
ἀπὸ Μωσέως καὶ καθεξῆς
περὶ τῆς τοῦ Χριστοῦ παρουσίας 
προηγόρευσαν καὶ ὅτι θεὸς ὁ Χριστὸς
καὶ θεοῦ υἱὸς σαρκούμενος ἥξει καὶ 
σταυρωθησόμενος θνῄσκων καὶ ἀναστη- (40)

according to them, god answered him, 
saying, “i know that you did not say these 
words.”
 There are many other absurd storiese 
worthy of laughter recorded in this writ-
ing, which he insolently boastsf descend-
ed upon him from god. But when we ask, 
“and who testified that god has given him 
a scripture? and who among the prophets 
has announced that such a prophet would 
rise up?” they are at a loss. We then relate 
to them how moses received the law 
from god who appeared on mt. sinai in 
the sight of all the people in a cloud and 
fire and darkness and a whirlwind. We 
also relate to them that all the prophets, 
beginning with moses and in succession, 
foretold the coming of christ. They also 
said that christ is god, and that as the son 
of god he will come by taking on flesh, 
and that he will be crucified, and die, 

σόμενος καὶ ὅτι κριτὴς οὗτος ζώντων καὶ 
νεκρῶν, καὶ λεγόντων ἡμῶν,
πῶς οὐχ οὕτως ἦλθεν ὁ προφήτης ὑμῶν, 
ἄλλων μαρτυρούντων περὶ αὐτοῦ, 
ἀλλ’ οὐδὲ παρόντων ὑμῶν ὁ θεός, ὡς τῷ 
Μωσεῖ βλέποντος παντὸς τοῦ λαοῦ, 
καπνιζομένου τοῦ ὄρους δέδωκε τὸν νόμον, 
κἀκείνῳ τὴν γραφήν, ἥν 
φατε, παρέσχεν, ἵνα καὶ ὑμεῖς τὸ βέβαιον 
ἔχητε, ἀποκρίνονται, ὅτι ὁ (45)
θεός, ὅσα θέλει, ποιεῖ. Τοῦτο καὶ ἡμεῖς, φαμέν, 
οἴδαμεν, ἀλλ’, ὅπως ἡ
γραφὴ κατῆλθεν εἰς τὸν προφήτην ὑμῶν, 
ἐρωτῶμεν. Καὶ ἀποκρίνονται, ὅτι, 
ἐν ὅσῳ κοιμᾶται, κατέβη ἡ γραφὴ ἐπάνω 
αὐτοῦ. Καὶ τὸ γελοιῶδες πρὸς 
αὐτοὺς λέγομεν ἡμεῖς, ὅτι λοιπόν, ἐπειδὴ 
κοιμώμενος ἐδέξατο τὴν γραφὴν 
καὶ οὐκ ᾔσθετο τῆς ἐνεργείας, εἰς αὐτὸν 
ἐπληρώθη τὸ τῆς δημώδους παροι- (50)

and rise again, and that he will be the 
judge of the living and the dead. We ask 
them, then, “how is it that your prophet 
did not come in this same way, with others 
witnessing about him? and how is it that 
god did not give him the scripture, of 
which you speak, while in your presence, 
as god gave the law to moses on the 
smoking mountain while all the people 
were looking on, so that you may have 
assurance?” They reply that god does as 
he pleases. We tell them that we know this 
also. But, we ask, “in what manner was the 
writing revealed to your prophet?” They 
replied that while he was asleep the writ-
ing came down upon him. Then, in jest, 
we say to them that since he received the 
writing while sleeping and was not aware 
of the divine activity taking place, the 
popular proverb is fulfilled in him: [“you 
are spinning me dreams”].g
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μίας. Πάλιν ἡμῶν ἐρωτώντων· Πῶς αὐτοῦ 
ἐντειλαμένου ὑμῖν ἐν τῇ γραφῇ 
ὑμῶν μηδὲν ποιεῖν ἢ δέχεσθαι ἄνευ μαρτύρων, 
οὐκ ἠρωτήσατε αὐτόν, 
ὅτι πρῶτον αὐτὸς ἀπόδειξον διὰ μαρτύρων, 
ὅτι 
προφήτης εἶ καὶ ὅτι ἀπὸ 
θεοῦ ἐξῆλθες, καὶ ποία γραφὴ μαρτυρεῖ περὶ 
σοῦ, σιωπῶσιν αἰδούμενοι. 
Πρὸς οὓς εὐλόγως φαμέν· Ἐπειδὴ γυναῖκα 
γῆμαι 
οὐκ ἔξεστιν ὑμῖν ἄνευ (55)
μαρτύρων οὐδὲ ἀγοράζειν οὐδὲ κτᾶσθαι, οὔτε 
δὲ ὑμεῖς αὐτοὶ καταδέχεσθε 
ὄνους ἢ κτῆνος ἀμάρτυρον ἔχειν, ἔχετε μὲν καὶ 
γυναῖκας καὶ κτήματα καὶ 
ὄνους καὶ τὰ λοιπὰ διὰ μαρτύρων, μόνην δὲ 
πίστιν καὶ γραφὴν ἀμάρτυρον 
ἔχετε· ὁ γὰρ ταύτην ὑμῖν παραδοὺς 
οὐδαμόθεν ἔχει τὸ βέβαιον οὐδέ
τις προμάρτυς ἐκείνου γνωρίζεται, ἀλλὰ καὶ 
κοιμώμενος ἐδέξατο ταύτην. (60)

again we ask, “how is it that when he 
commanded you in your scripture not 
to do or to receive anything without wit-
nesses, you did not ask him ‘first show us 
through witness that you are a prophet, 
and that you have come from god, and 
which scriptures testify about you.’” 
ashamed, they remain silent.
“With good reason we say this, for you are 
not allowed to marry a woman without 
witnesses, nor to do business, nor to 
acquire (property)—you do not even 
allow one to receive a donkey or any beast 
unwitnessed. on the one hand, you take 
wives and possess property and donkeys 
and everything else through witnesses; 
yet, on the other hand, you accept your 
faith and your scriptures unwitnessed. 
for the one who has handed down this 
scripture to you has no verification from 
any source, nor is there any prior witness 
to him known. furthermore, he received 
this while asleep!”

Καλοῦσι δὲ ἡμᾶς ἑταιριαστάς, ὅτι, φησίν, 
ἑταῖρον 
τῷ θεῷ παρεισάγομεν 
λέγοντες εἶναι τὸν Χριστὸν υἱὸν θεοῦ καὶ 
θεόν. Πρὸς οὕς φαμεν, ὅτι 
τοῦτο οἱ προφῆται καὶ ἡ γραφὴ παραδέδωκεν· 
ὑμεῖς δέ, ὡς διισχυρίζεσθε,
τοὺς προφήτας δέχεσθε. Εἰ οὖν κακῶς 
λέγομεν τὸν Χριστὸν θεοῦ υἱόν, 
ἐκεῖνοι ἐδίδαξαν καὶ παρέδωκαν ἡμῖν. Καί 
τινες μὲν αὐτῶν φασιν, ὅτι (65)
ἡμεῖς τοὺς προφήτας ἀλληγορήσαντες 
τοιαῦτα προστεθείκαμεν, ἄλλοι
δέ φασιν, ὅτι οἱ Ἑβραῖοι μισοῦντες ἡμᾶς 
ἐπλάνησαν ὡς ἀπὸ τῶν προφητῶν
γράψαντες, ἵνα ἡμεῖς ἀπολώμεθα.
Πάλιν δέ φαμεν πρὸς αὐτούς· Ὑμῶν λεγόντων, 
ὅτι ὁ Χριστὸς λόγος 
ἐστὶ τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ πνεῦμα, πῶς λοιδορεῖτε 
ἡμᾶς 
ὡς ἑταιριαστάς; Ὁ γὰρ (70)

moreover, they call us “ἑταιριαστάς” (as-
sociators) because, they say, we introduce 
in addition to god a partner when we 
declare that christ is the son of god and 
god. We say to them in response: “This is 
what the prophets and the scriptures have 
delivered to us. You insist that you also 
accept the prophets. if, therefore, we are 
wrong in saying christ is the son of god, 
then so too are those who have taught this 
and handed it down to us.” some of them 
say that we have allegorized the prophets 
and added these things to what they have 
said, while others say that the hebrews, 
out of hatred, have deceived us by writing 
those things as if they had been written by 
the prophets, so that we might be misled. 
 again we say to them, “since you also say 
that christ is Word and spirit of god, why 
do you accuse us of being “ἑταιριαστάς” 
(associators)? 
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λόγος καὶ τὸ πνεῦμα ἀχώριστόν ἐστι τοῦ ἐν ᾧ 
πέφυκεν· εἰ οὖν ἐν τῷ 
θεῷ ἐστιν ὡς λόγος αὐτοῦ, δῆλον, ὅτι καὶ θεός 
ἐστιν. Εἰ δὲ ἐκτός ἐστι τοῦ 
θεοῦ, ἄλογός ἐστι καθ’ ὑμᾶς ὁ θεὸς καὶ 
ἄπνους. 
Οὐκοῦν φεύγοντες ἑταιριάζειν 
τὸν θεὸν ἐκόψατε αὐτόν. Κρεῖσσον γὰρ ἦν 
λέγειν ὑμᾶς, ὅτι ἑταῖρον 
ἔχει, ἢ κόπτειν αὐτὸν καὶ ὡς λίθον ἢ ξύλον ἤ τι 
τῶν ἀναισθήτων παρεισ (75)
άγειν. Ὥστε ὑμεῖς μὲν ἡμᾶς ψευδηγοροῦντες 
ἑταιριαστὰς καλεῖτε· 
ἡμεῖς δὲ κόπτας ὑμᾶς προσαγορεύομεν τοῦ 
θεοῦ.
Διαβάλλουσι δὲ ἡμᾶς ὡς εἰδωλολάτρας 
προσκυνοῦντας τὸν σταυρόν,
ὃν καὶ βδελύττονται. Καί φαμεν πρὸς αὐτούς·
Πῶς οὖν ὑμεῖς λίθῳ προστρίβεσθε 
κατὰ τὸν Χαβαθὰν ὑμῶν καὶ φιλεῖτε τὸν 
λίθον ἀσπαζόμενοι; Καί (80)

for the Word and the spirit are insepa-
rable from the one in whom they exist by 
nature. Therefore, if the Word of god is 
in god, then it is evident that he is god 
as well. if, however, the Word is outside 
of god, then, according to you, god is 
without Word and spirit. consequently, 
by avoiding the association of a partner 
with god, you have mutilated him. it 
would be far better for you to say that he 
had a partner, rather than mutilate him 
and treat him like a stone, a piece of wood 
or some inanimate object. Thus, since you 
falsely call us “ἑταιριαστάς” (associators), 
we will, in turn, call you “κόπτας” (muti-
lators) of god.
 They also accuse us of idolatry because 
they say we worship the cross which they 
despise. so we say to them, “Why, there-
fore, do you rub yourselvesh against the 
stone attached to your “Χαβαθὰν” (Ka’ba), 
and express your adoration for the stone 
by kissing it?

τινες αὐτῶν φασιν, ἐπάνω αὐτοῦ τὸν Ἀβραὰμ 
συνουσιάσαι τῇ Ἄγαρ,
ἄλλοι δέ, ὅτι ἐπ’ αὐτὸν προσέδησε τὴν 
κάμηλον μέλλων θύειν τὸν Ἰσαάκ.
Καὶ πρὸς αὐτοὺς ἀποκρινόμεθα· Τῆς γραφῆς 
λεγούσης, ὅτι ὄρος ἦν ἀλσῶδες 
καὶ ξύλα, ἀφ’ ὧν καὶ εἰς τὴν ὁλοκάρπωσιν 
σχίσας ὁ Ἀβραὰμ ἐπέθηκε 
τῷ Ἰσαάκ, καὶ ὅτι μετὰ τῶν παίδων τὰς ὄνους 
κατέλιπεν. Πόθεν οὖν (85)
ὑμῖν τὸ ληρεῖν; Οὐ γὰρ ἐκεῖσε ξύλα δρυμώδη 
κεῖται οὔτε ὄνοι διοδεύουσιν. 
Αἰδοῦνται μέν, ὅμως φασὶν εἶναι τὸν λίθον τοῦ 
Ἀβραάμ. Εἶτά φαμεν·
Ἔστω τοῦ Ἀβραάμ, ὡς ὑμεῖς ληρεῖτε· τοῦτον 
οὖν ἀσπαζόμενοι, ὅτι
μόνον ὁ Ἀβραὰμ ἐπ’ αὐτὸν συνουσίασε 
γυναικὶ ἢ ὅτι τὴν κάμηλον προσέδησεν, 
οὐκ αἰδεῖσθε, ἀλλ’ ἡμᾶς εὐθύνετε, ὅτι τὸν 
σταυρὸν τοῦ Χριστοῦ (90)

some say that it is because abraham had 
sexual relations with hagar upon it, and 
others that he tied his camel to it when 
he was about to sacrifice isaac. and we 
reply to them, “The scripture says that the 
mountain was wooded and had trees from 
which abraham cut wood and laid it upon 
isaac for the sacrifice of a whole burnt 
offering, and he left the donkeys with the 
servants. Therefore, why talk nonsense, for 
in that place there is neither wood from a 
forest or passagei for donkeys.” They are 
indeed ashamed; nevertheless, they assert 
that the stone is of abraham. Then we 
respond, “suppose that it is of abraham, 
as you foolishly maintain. are you not 
ashamed for kissing this thing just because 
abraham had sexual relations with a 
woman upon it, or that he tied a camel 
to it? Yet you convict us of venerating the 
cross of christ, 
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προσκυνοῦμεν, δι’ οὗ δαιμόνων ἰσχὺς καὶ 
διαβόλου καταλέλυται πλάνη. 
Οὗτος δέ, ὅν φασι λίθον, κεφαλὴ τῆς 
Ἀφροδίτης ἐστίν, ᾗ προσεκύνουν, 
ἣν δὴ καὶ Χαβὰρ προσηγόρευον, ἐφ’ ὃν καὶ 
μέχρι νῦν ἐγγλυφίδος ἀποσκίασμα 
τοῖς ἀκριβῶς κατανοοῦσι φαίνεται. 
Οὗτος ὁ Μάμεδ πολλάς, ὡς εἴρηται, ληρωδίας 
συντάξας ἑκάστῃ τούτων (95)
προσηγορίαν ἐπέθηκεν, οἷον ἡ γραφὴ “τῆς 
γυναικὸς” καὶ ἐν αὐτῇ τέσσαρας 
γυναῖκας προφανῶς λαμβάνειν νομοθετεῖ καὶ 
παλλακάς, ἐὰν δύνηται, 
χιλίας, ὅσας ἡ χεὶρ αὐτοῦ κατάσχῃ 
ὑποκειμένας 
ἐκ τῶν τεσσάρων γυναικῶν. 
Ἣν δ’ ἂν βουληθῇ ἀπολύειν, ἣν ἐθελήσειε, καὶ 
κομίζεσθαι ἄλλην, 
ἐκ τοιαύτης αἰτίας νομοθετήσας. Σύμπονον 
ἔσχεν 
ὁ Μάμεδ Ζεῒδ προσαγο- (100)

through which the power of demons 
and the deception of the devil have been 
destroyed?” moreover, this “stone,” about 
which they speak, is the head of aphro-
dite, whom they used to worship, and 
whom they also called Kabar. even today, 
traces of an engraved image are visible to 
careful observers.
 This mamed, as it has been related, 
composed many absurd storiesJ and gave a 
title to each one. for example, there is the 
writing On Woman, in which he clearly 
makes legal provision for taking four 
wives as well as a thousand concubines, if 
one is able—as many as his hand can pos-
sess and support beyond the four wives. 
he also made it legal for one to divorce 
whomever he pleases, or, if he wishes, to 
take up another, for the following reason: 
mamed had a companion named Zayd. 

ρευόμενον. Οὗτος γυναῖκα ὡραίαν ἔσχεν, ἧς 
ἠράσθη ὁ Μάμεδ. Καθημένων 
οὖν αὐτῶν φησιν ὁ Μάμεδ· Ὁ δεῖνα, ὁ θεὸς 
ἐνετείλατό μοι τὴν 
γυναῖκά σου λαβεῖν. Ὁ δὲ ἀπεκρίθη· 
Ἀπόστολος εἶ· ποίησον, ὥς σοιὁ θεὸς εἶπε· 
λάβε τὴν γυναῖκά μου. Μᾶλλον δέ, 
ἵνα ἄνωθεν εἴπωμεν, ἔφη
πρὸς αὐτόν· Ὁ θεὸς ἐνετείλατό μοι, ἵνα 
ἀπολύσῃς τὴν γυναῖκά σου. (105)
Ὁ δὲ ἀπέλυσε. Καὶ μεθ’ ἡμέρας ἄλλας φησίν· 
Ἵνα κἀγὼ αὐτὴν λάβω, 
ἐνετείλατο ὁ θεός. Εἶτα λαβὼν καὶ μοιχεύσας 
αὐτὴν τοιοῦτον ἔθηκε νόμον· 
Ὁ βουλόμενος ἀπολυέτω τὴν γυναῖκα αὐτοῦ. 
Ἐὰν δὲ μετὰ τὸ ἀπολῦσαι 
ἐπ’ αὐτὴν ἀναστρέψῃ, γαμείτω αὐτὴν ἄλλος. 
Οὐ γὰρ ἔξεστι λαβεῖν αὐτήν,
εἰ μὴ γαμηθῇ ὑφ’ ἑτέρου. Ἐὰν δὲ καὶ ἀδελφὸς 
ἀπολύσῃ, γαμείτω αὐτὴν (110)

This man had a beautiful wife with whom 
mamed fell in love. While they were sit-
ting together, mamed said, “Zayd,K god 
has commanded me to take away your 
wife.” Zayd replied, “You are an apostle. 
Do as god has told you; take my wife.” or 
rather, that we may tell it more precisely 
from the beginning, he said to him, “god 
has commanded me (to tell you) that 
you should divorce your wife.” and Zayd 
divorced her. after several days he said, 
“god has now commanded that i should 
also take her.” Then, after having taken 
her and committed adultery with her, he 
made up this law: “let him who desires 
it, divorce his wife. But if he should desire 
to return to her after having divorced, let 
someone else (first) marry her. for it is 
not lawful to take her unless she has been 
married by another. furthermore, even if 
a brother divorces her, let his 



appendix c266

greek text english translation

ἀδελφὸς αὐτοῦ ὁ βουλόμενος. Ἐν αὐτῇ δὲ τῇ 
γραφῇ τοιαῦτα παραγγέλλει· 
Ἔργασαι τὴν γῆν, ἣν ἔδωκέ σοι ὁ θεός, καὶ 
φιλοκάλησον αὐτήν, 
καὶ τόδε ποίησον καὶ τοιῶσδε, ἵνα μὴ πάντα 
λέγω ὡς ἐκεῖνος αἰσχρά. 
  Πάλιν γραφὴ τῆς καμήλου τοῦ θεοῦ, περὶ ἧς 
λέγει, ὅτι ἦν κάμηλος ἐκ
τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ ἔπινεν ὅλον τὸν ποταμὸν καὶ οὐ 
διήρχετο μεταξὺ δύο ὀρέων (115)
διὰ τὸ μὴ χωρεῖσθαι. Λαὸς οὖν, φησίν, ἦν ἐν τῷ 
τόπῳ, καὶ τὴν μὲν μίαν 
ἡμέραν αὐτὸς ἔπινε τὸ ὕδωρ, ἡ δὲ κάμηλος τῇ 
ἑξῆς. Πίνουσα δὲ τὸ ὕδωρ
ἔτρεφεν αὐτοὺς τὸ γάλα παρεχομένη ἀντὶ τοῦ 
ὕδατος. Ἀνέστησαν 
οὖν οἱ ἄνδρες ἐκεῖνοι, φησί, πονηροὶ ὄντες καὶ 
ἀπέκτειναν τὴν κάμηλον·
τῆς δὲ γέννημα ὑπῆρχεν μικρὰ κάμηλος, ἥτις, 
φησί, τῆς μητρὸς ἀναιρεθεί- (120)

brother marry her, if he is willing.” in this 
same scripture precepts are given such 
as: “till the land which god has given 
you, and beautify it. and do this and in 
this manner”—not to say all the obscene 
things, as he did. 
 again, there is the writing of the Camel of 
God. on this subject he says that there was 
a camel from god, and she drank a whole 
river and could not pass between two 
mountains due to inadequate space. There 
were people in that place, he says, and on 
one day they would drink the water, while 
the camel would drink it on the next. 
moreover, by drinking the water she nour-
ished them because she provided them 
with milk instead of water. however, since 
these men were wicked, he says, they rose 
up and killed the camel. however, she had 
an offspring, a small camel, which, he says, 
when the mother had been destroyed, 

σης ἀνεβόησε πρὸς τὸν θεόν, καὶ ἔλαβεν 
αὐτὴν πρὸς ἑαυτόν. Πρὸς οὕς 
φαμεν· Πόθεν ἡ κάμηλος ἐκείνη· Καὶ λέγουσιν, 
ὅτι ἐκ θεοῦ. Καί φαμεν· 
Συνεβιβάσθη ταύτῃ κάμηλος ἄλλη; Καὶ 
λέγουσιν· Οὐχί. Πόθεν οὖν, 
φαμέν, ἐγέννησεν; Ὁρῶμεν γὰρ τὴν κάμηλον 
ὑμῶν ἀπάτορα καὶ ἀμήτορα 
καὶ ἀγενεαλόγητον, γεννήσασα δὲ κακὸν 
ἔπαθεν. Ἀλλ’ οὐδὲ ὁ βιβάσας (125)
φαίνεται, καὶ ἡ μικρὰ κάμηλος ἀνελήφθη. Ὁ 
οὖν προφήτης ὑμῶν, ᾧ,
καθὼς λέγετε, ἐλάλησεν ὁ θεός, διὰ τί περὶ 
τῆς καμήλου οὐκ ἔμαθε, ποῦ
βόσκεται καὶ τίνες γαλεύονται ταύτην 
ἀμέλγοντες; Ἢ καὶ αὐτὴ μή ποτε 
κακοῖς ὡς ἡ μήτηρ περιτυχοῦσα ἀνῃρέθη ἢ ἐν 
τῷ παραδείσῳ πρόδρομος 
ὑμῶν εἰσῆλθεν, ἀφ’ ἧς ὁ ποταμὸς ὑμῖν ἔσται, 
ὃν ληρεῖτε, τοῦ γάλακτος; (130)

cried out to god; and he took it to him-
self. Then we say to them, Where was that 
camel from?” and they reply that it was 
from god. and we say, “Did any other 
camel couple with this one?” and they say, 
“no.” Therefore, we say, “how then was 
it begotten? for we see that your camel 
was without father, without mother, and 
without genealogy, and the one who begat 
suffered evil. Yet there appears neither the 
one who coupled (with the mother), nor 
(where) the small camel was taken up. ac-
cording to you, your prophet spoke from 
god. Why, then, did he not learn where 
the camel grazed and who got milk from 
milking it? Was she destroyed one day by 
evil men, as her mother had been? or did 
she enter into paradise as your forerunner 
so that you might have the river of milk 
that you so foolishly talk about? 
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Τρεῖς γάρ φατε ποταμοὺς ὑμῖν ἐν τῷ 
παραδείσῳ ῥέειν· ὕδατος, οἴνου
καὶ γάλακτος. Ἐὰν ἐκτός ἐστιν ἡ πρόδρομος 
ὑμῶν κάμηλος τοῦ παραδείσου, δῆλον, ὅτι 
ἀπεξηράνθη πείνῃ καὶ δίψῃ ἢ ἄλλοι τοῦ 
γάλακτος
αὐτῆς ἀπολαύουσι, καὶ μάτην ὁ προφήτης 
ὑμῶν φρυάττεται ὡς ὁμιλήσας
θεῷ· οὐ γὰρ τὸ μυστήριον αὐτῷ ἀπεκαλύφθη 
τῆς καμήλου. Εἰ δὲ ἐν τῷ (135)
παραδείσῳ ἐστί, πάλιν πίνει τὸ ὕδωρ, καὶ 
ἀνυδρίᾳ ξηραίνεσθε ἐν μέσῳ
τῆς τρυφῆς τοῦ παραδείσου. Κἂν οἶνον ἐκ τοῦ 
παροδεύοντος ἐπιθυμήσητε 
ποταμοῦ, μὴ παρόντος ὕδατος—
ἀπέπιε γὰρ ὅλον ἡ κάμηλος—
ἄκρατον πίνοντες ἐκκαίεσθε καὶ μέθῃ 
παραπαίετε καὶ καθεύδετε· καρηβαροῦντες 
δὲ καὶ μεθ’ ὕπνον καὶ κεκραιπαληκότες 
ἐξ οἴνου τῶν ἡδέων ἐπιλαν- (140)

for you say that three rivers flow for you 
in paradise: of water, wine and milk. if 
the camel, your forerunner, is outside of 
paradise, it is evident that either she is 
dried up from hunger and thirst, or others 
are enjoying her milk. in vain, then, your 
prophet insolently boasts of having con-
versed with god, for the mystery of the 
camel has not been revealed to him. But, 
on the other hand, if she is in paradise, 
she will again drink up the water, and 
for lack of water you will dry up in the 
midst of the delights of paradise. even if 
you desire to drink wine from the river 
flowing by, since there is no water to mix 
with your wine, for the camel drank it all, 
you will become inflamed, overcome with 
drunkenness and fall asleep. and because 
your head is heavy with a drunken sleep 
and you are intoxicated by wine, you will 
miss out on the 

θάνεσθε τοῦ παραδείσου. Πῶς οὖν ὁ 
προφήτης ὑμῶν οὐκ ἐνενοήθη ταῦτα,
μήποτε συμβῇ ὑμῖν ἐν τῷ παραδείσῳ τῆς 
τρυφῆς, οὐδὲ περὶ τῆς καμήλου
πεφρόντικεν, ὅπου νῦν διάγει; Ἀλλ’ οὐδὲ ὑμεῖς 
ἠρωτήσατε αὐτόν, ὡς 
ὑμῖν περὶ τῶν τριῶν διηγόρευσεν 
ὀνειροπολούμενος ποταμῶν. Ἀλλ’ 
ἡμεῖς σαφῶς τὴν θαυμαστὴν ὑμῶν κάμηλον 
εἰς ψυχὰς ὄνων, ὅπου καὶ (145)
ὑμεῖς μέλλετε διάγειν ὡς κτηνώδεις, 
προδραμοῦσαν ὑμῶν ἐπαγγελλόμεθα. 
Ἐκεῖσε δὲ σκότος ἐστὶ τὸ ἐξώτερον καὶ 
κόλασις ἀτελεύτητος, πῦρ 
ἠχοῦν, σκώληξ ἀκοίμητος καὶ ταρτάριοι 
δαίμονες. 
  Πάλιν φησὶν ὁ Μάμεδ· ἡ γραφὴ “τῆς 
τραπέζης” λέγει δέ, ὅτι ὁ Χριστὸς 
ᾐτήσατο παρὰ τοῦ θεοῦ τράπεζαν, καὶ ἐδόθη 
αὐτῷ.Ὁ γὰρ θεός, φησίν, (150)

pleasures of paradise. how is it, then, that 
your prophet did not think you might 
encounter these things in the paradise of 
delights? nor did he show any concern 
about where the camel now lives. But 
neither did you ask him (about the camel); 
instead, this dreamer was informing you 
about the three rivers. But we clearly pro-
fess to you that your wonderful camel has 
run before you into the souls of donkeys, 
where you also are destined to spend your 
life as beasts. But at that place are the 
outer darkness, eternal punishment, roar-
ing fire, worms that never sleep, and the 
demons of hell.
 mamed speaks again in the writing on 
The Table. he says that christ requested a 
table from god and it was given to him. 
for god, he says,
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greek text english translation

εἶπεν αὐτῷ, ὅτι δέδωκά σοι καὶ τοῖς σοῖς 
τράπεζαν ἄφθαρτον.
  Πάλιν γραφὴν “βοιδίου” λέγει καὶ ἄλλα τινὰ 
ῥήματα γέλωτος ἄξια, ἃ
διὰ τὸ πλῆθος παραδραμεῖν οἴομαι δεῖν. 
Τούτους περιτέμνεσθαι σὺν 
γυναιξὶ νομοθετήσας καὶ μήτε σαββατίζειν 
μήτε βαπτίζεσθαι προστάξας,τὰ μὲν τῶν ἐν 
τῷ νόμῳ ἀπηγορευμένων ἐσθίειν, τῶν δὲ 
ἀπέχεσθαι παραδούς· (155)
οἰνοποσίαν δὲ παντελῶς ἀπηγόρευσεν. 

said to him, “i have given to you and to 
yours an incorruptible table.”
 furthermore, i think i will pass over 
the writing on The Cow as well as other 
sayings worthy only of laughter because of 
their number. 
 he legislated that they be circumcised, 
including their wives. he also gave a com-
mand not to keep the sabbath and not to 
be baptized, as well as on the one hand, 
to eat what is forbidden in the law, and 
on the other hand, to abstain from other 
things that are permitted. he also abso-
lutely prohibited the drinking of wine.

a. Σάρρας + κενοὺς = saracens (“cast away empty by sarah”).
b. Χαβὰρ in greek and كبر in arabic.
c. lampe, διαθρυλλεῖ, 348.
d. lampe, συντάγματα, 1338.
e. lampe, τερατολογῶν, 1388.
f. lampe, φρυάττεται, 1492.
g. The proverb is not in the text, but lequien suggests that it comes from plato. see sahas, 

John of Damascus on islam, 135, n.1, and Chase, St. John of Damascus: Writings, 155, n. 106.
h. lampe, βεσθε, 1168.
i. since the greek means simply to “travel through,” this could mean “travel through 

so far,” which may refer to the long passage from palestine to arabia. see newman, early 
christian-Muslim Dialogue, 155, n. 39.

j. lampe, ληρωδίας, 800.
k. lampe, 335. lampe writes that δεῖνα, translated as “such a one,” can be “used to indi-

cate that the name of a person is to be inserted by the reader or speaker.”
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Appendix D
Disputation between a Christian and a Saracen

(A translation of selected passages from Kotter’s text)54

greek text english translation

Διάλεξις Χριστιανοῦ καὶ Σαρακηνοῦ
Section 1

Ἐρωτηθεὶς ὁ Χριστιανὸς παρὰ Σαρακηνοῦ· 
Τίνα λέγεις αἴτιον
καλοῦ καὶ κακοῦ; ὁ Χριστιανός· Πάντων τῶν 
ἀγαθῶν οὐδένα φαμὲν 
αἴτιον εἶναι εἰ μὴ τὸν θεόν, κακῶν δὲ οὔ. Καὶ 
ἀποκριθεὶς ὁ Σαρακηνὸς 
εἶπεν· Τίνα λέγεις αἴτιον τῶν κακῶν;
Ὁ Χριστιανός· Τὸν ἀπὸ γνώμης 
ὄντα διάβολον δηλονότι καὶ ἡμᾶς τοὺς 
ἀνθρώπους. Ὁ Σαρακηνός· (5)
Χάριν τίνος; Ὁ Χριστιανός· Διὰ τὸ 
αὐτεξούσιον.

Disputation between a Christian and a 
Saracen
Section 1a: The omnipotence of God and the 
cause of evil (Kotter 1)a

When the christian was asked by the Sara-
cen, “Who do you say is the cause of good as 
well as of evil?” 
The Christian: We say that god alone is the 
author of all that is good, but not of evil.
The Saracen asked in response: “Who do you 
say is the cause of evil?”
The Christian: obviously the devil, who 
has perverted the truth by choice, and we 
humans.
Saracen: Because of what?
Christian: Because of our own free will.

54. Kotter iV, 427–38. This critical text was the main source of the author’s transla-
tion, which was then compared to a french translation of the critical text, le coz, Jean 
Damascene, 210–27. pg 94:1336–48 and pg 96:1596–97 were consulted, as well as the 
pre-critical text translation found in Sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 142–59.
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Ὁ Σαρακηνός· (6)
Τί οὖν· Αὐτεξούσιος εἶ καί, ὅσα θέλεις, 
δύνασαι ποιεῖν καὶ ποιεῖς; Ὁ 
Χριστιανός· Εἰς δύο μόνα πέπλασμαι ὑπὸ 
τοῦ θεοῦ αὐτεξούσιος. Ὁ 
Σαρακηνός· Ποῖα ταῦτα; 
  Ὁ Χριστιανός· Κακοπραγεῖν καὶ 
ἀγαθοπραγεῖν, ὅ ἐστι καλὸν καὶ (10)
κακόν. Χάριν τούτου κακὰ μὲν πράττων 
τιμωροῦμαι ὑπὸ νόμου τοῦ 
θεοῦ, ἀγαθὰ δὲ πράττων οὐ φοβοῦμαι τὸν 
νόμον, ἀλλὰ καὶ τιμῶμαι καὶ 
ἐλεοῦμαι ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ. Ὁμοίως καὶ ὁ 
διάβολος πρὸ τῶν ἀνθρώπων 
αὐτεξούσιος πέπλασται ὑπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ 
ἡμάρτησεν, καὶ ὁ θεὸς τῆς ἰδίας
τάξεως ἐξέωσεν αὐτόν. (15)

Section 1b: Man’s Power (Kotter 1)
Saracen: What then? Do you have free will to 
do anything you wish?
 Christian: god has created me free in regard 
to only two things.
Saracen: What are they?
Christian: Doing what is evil and doing what 
is good. accordingly, if i do wrong, the law 
of god punishes me, but if i do what is good, 
i do not fear the law. instead, i am rewarded 
by god and by his mercy. in the same way, 
before the first man, the devil had been 
created with his own free will by god, but 
he sinned, and god expelled him from his 
proper state.

ἐπεί, ὡς λέγεις σύ, καλὰ καὶ κακὰ ἐκ θεοῦ 
εἶναι, (20)
εὑρεθήσεται ὁ θεὸς κατὰ σὲ ἄδικος, ὅπερ 
οὐκ ἔστιν· ἐπεὶ γὰρ ὁ θεὸς προσέταξεν, 
ὡς σὺ λέγεις, τὸν πόρνον πορνεύειν καὶ 
τὸν κλέπτην κλέπτειν
καὶ τὸν ἀνδροφόνον ἀνδροφονεῖν, ἄξιοί 
εἰσιν τιμῆς· τὸ γὰρ θέλημα τοῦ 
θεοῦ ἐποίησαν. (24)

Section 1c: Justice of God (Kotter 1)
Christian: if, as you say, good and evil come 
from god, then god is unfair; but he is not. 
indeed, if god had commanded the adul-
terer to fornicate, the thief to steal and the 
murderer to kill, as you say, then these men 
deserve honor for their obedience to his will.
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 Ὁ δὲ Σαρακηνός· Τίς, φησί, πλάττει τὰ 
βρέφη ἐν κοιλίαις γυναικῶν; (28)
Τοῦτο γὰρ προβάλλονται οἱ Σαρακηνοὶ πρὸς 
ἡμᾶς πρόβλημα δεινότατον 
θέλοντες ἀποδεῖξαι τὸν θεὸν αἴτιον τῶν 
κακῶν. Εἰ γὰρ ἀποκριθεὶς (30)
λέγω, ὅτι ὁ θεὸς πλάττει τὰ βρέφη ἐν 
κοιλίαις γυναικῶν, ἐρεῖ ὁ Σαρακηνός·
 Ἰδοὺ ὁ θεὸς σύνεργός ἐστι τῷ πόρνῳ καὶ 
τῷ μοιχῷ. 
  Ὁ Χριστιανὸς πρὸς ταῦτα ἀποκρίνεται· 
Οὐδαμῶς εὑρίσκομεν μετὰ 
τὴν πρώτην ἑβδομάδα τῆς κοσμοποιίας τὴν 
γραφὴν λέγουσαν πλάττειν
τὸν θεὸν ἢ κτίζειν τι. (35)
“ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὸς τὸν οὐρανὸν καὶ τὴν γῆν 
καὶ τὸν σύμπαντα (61)
κόσμον ἐν ἓξ ἡμέραις καὶ τῇ ἑβδόμῃ 
κατέπαυσεν ἀπὸ πάντων τῶν ἔργων 
αὐτοῦ, ὧν ἤρξατο ποιεῖν,” καθὼς καὶ ἡ γραφὴ 
μαρτυρεῖ μοι. (63)

Section 1d: “Creation” and/or “generation,” 
(Kotter 1)
and the Saracen: “Who,” he says, “forms 
the infants in the wombs of the women?” 
(The saracens present this difficult objec-
tion because they want to prove that god 
is the cause of evil. for if i reply by saying, 
“god forms the infants in the wombs of the 
women,” the saracen will say, “Behold, god 
is cooperating with the fornicator and the 
adulterer.”)
The Christian responds to this: “We find 
nowhere in scripture where it says that god 
formed or created anything after the first 
week of the creation of the world. . .. 
for god created the heavens and the earth 
and the universe in six days, and the seventh 
day he rested from all the work he had 
started doing, as the scriptures witness to 
me.”

Ὁ δὲ Σαρακηνός· Καὶ πῶς φησιν ὁ θεὸς πρὸς 
Ἰερεμίαν· “Πρὸ τοῦ (64)
με πλάσαι σε ἐν κοιλίᾳ ἐπίσταμαί σε καὶ ἐκ 
μήτρας ἡγίακά σε;” 
Ὁ Χριστιανός· (65)
Παντὸς ἀνδρὸς ἐν κοιλίᾳ ἔπλασεν ὁ θεὸς 
τὴν ἔμψυχον καὶ σπερματικὴν
δύναμιν ἀπὸ Ἀδὰμ καὶ καθεξῆς. Ἀδὰμ γὰρ ἐν 
κοιλίᾳ ἔχων τὸν Σὴθ 
ἐγέννησεν, ὡς προεῖπον, καὶ Σὴθ τὸν Ἐνώς, 
καὶ ἕκαστος ἄνθρωπος προέχων 
ἐν τῇ κοιλίᾳ αὐτοῦ υἱὸν καὶ ὁ υἱὸς ἐγέννησε 
καὶ γεννᾷ μέχρι τοῦ παρόντος. (70)

Section 1e: God’s foreknowledge of man’s 
destiny (Kotter 1)
and the Saracen: how is it that god said to 
Jeremiah, “Before i formed you in the womb 
i knew you, and while in the womb i sancti-
fied you.”
The Christian: since adam onwards, god 
gave to every man the power to engender life 
in the womb. for adam, having the power to 
engender life in the womb became the father 
of seth, and seth of enosh, and every man 
engenders sons who in turn engender sons 
until this present time.
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section 2
Ὁ δὲ ἐναντίος· Καὶ ἦν πρὸ Χριστοῦ 
βάπτισμα; Ὁ γὰρ Ἰερεμίας (1)
πρὸ Χριστοῦ γεννᾶται. Ὁ Χριστιανός· Ἦν 
κατὰ τὴν μαρτυρίαν τοῦ 
ἁγίου ἀποστόλου φάσκοντος, ὅτι οἱ μὲν διὰ 
νεφέλης, οἱ δὲ διὰ θαλάσσης
ἐβαπτίσθησαν. Καὶ ὁ κύριος ἐν εὐαγγελίοις 
φησίν· “Ἐὰν μή τις γεννηθῇ 
δι’ ὕδατος καὶ πνεύματος, οὐ μὴ εἰσέλθῃ εἰς 
τὴν βασιλείαν τῶν οὐρανῶν.” (5)
Ὥστε ὁ Ἀβραὰμ καὶ Ἰσαὰκ καὶ Ἰακὼβ καὶ οἱ 
λοιποὶ πρὸ Χριστοῦ ἅγιοι
εἰσερχόμενοι εἰς τὴν βασιλείαν τῶν οὐρανῶν 
προεβαπτίσθησαν, ἐπεὶ 
κατὰ τὴν μαρτυρίαν τοῦ Χριστοῦ, εἰ μὴ 
ἐβαπτίσθησαν, οὐκ ἂν ἐσῴζοντο.
Μαρτυρεῖ δὲ τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον λέγον· 
“Ἀπηλλοτριώθησαν οἱ ἁμαρτωλοὶ 
ἀπὸ μήτρας,” τουτέστι τῆς τοῦ βαπτίσματος. 
Χάριν τούτου ὁμολογοῦμεν, (10)
ὅτι πάντες οἱ σωθέντες καὶ οἱ σῳζόμενοι 
διὰ βαπτίσματος ἐσώθησαν 
καὶ σῴζονται χάριτι θεοῦ. (12)

Section 1f: Baptism and the will of God (Kot-
ter 2)
and the opponent: “But was there baptism 
before christ? for Jeremiah was born before 
christ.”
The Christian: “There was, according to the 
testimony of the holy apostle, some who 
were baptized in the cloud and others in 
the sea. and the lord said in the gospels, 
“he who is not born of the water and the 
spirit will not enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
Therefore, abraham, isaac, Jacob, and all 
the other saints who preceded christ and 
have entered the kingdom of heaven have 
been baptized before, since, according to 
the testimony of christ, if they had not been 
baptized, they would not have been saved. . .. 
Therefore, we proclaim that all who were and 
are saved through baptism, were or are saved 
by the grace of god.

section 3
Ὁ Σαρακηνός· Τὸν ποιοῦντα τὸ θέλημα 
αὐτοῦ τοῦ θεοῦ καλὸν (1)
εἶναι λέγεις ἢ κακόν; Γνοὺς δὲ τὴν 
πανουργίαν αὐτοῦ ὁ Χριστιανὸς ἔφη· 
Ὃ θέλεις εἰπεῖν, ἐπίσταμαι. 
Ὁ Σαρακηνός· Φανέρωσόν μοι αὐτό.
Ὁ Χριστιανός· Εἰπεῖν θέλεις, ὅτι ὁ Χριστὸς 
θέλων ἔπαθεν ἢ μὴ θέλων; 
Καὶ ἐάν σοι εἴπω· Θέλων ἔπαθεν, ἵνα μοι 
εἴπῃς· Ἄπελθε λοιπόν, προσκύνησον (5)
τοὺς Ἰουδαίους, διότι τὸ θέλημα τοῦ θεοῦ 
σου ἐποίησαν. 
Ὁ Σαρακηνός· Οὕτως, φησί, σοὶ ἤθελον 
εἰπεῖν· εἰ ἔστι σοι λόγος, ἀποκρίθητί μοι. 
Ὁ Χριστιανός· Ὅ τι σὺ λέγεις θέλημα εἶναι, 
ἐγὼ λέγω ἀνοχὴν καὶ μακροθυμίαν. 
Ὁ Σαρακηνός· Πόθεν δύνῃ τοῦτο 
παραστῆσαι; (9)

Section 1g: God’s providential and permissive 
will (Kotter 3 and 4)
The Saracen: “in your opinion, is the one 
who does the will of his god good or evil?”
The Christian, however, sensing a trap, said: 
“i know what you are getting at.”
The Saracen: “explain it to me.”
The Christian: You want to ask me: “Did 
christ suffer willingly or unwillingly?” 
so that if i say to you, “he suffered willingly,” 
then you will say to me, “go and bow down 
before the Jews, for they have done the will 
of your god.”
The Saracen admits, “That is what i wanted 
to tell you. if you can answer me, do it.”
The Christian: What you call “will,” i call 
“tolerance” and “patience.”
The Saracen: how can you demonstrate that?
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section 5
Ἐὰν ἐρωτηθῇς ὑπὸ Σαρακηνοῦ λέγοντος· Τί 
λέγεις εἶναι τὸν Χριστόν; (1)
εἰπὲ αὐτῷ· Λόγον θεοῦ, μηδὲν ἐν τούτῳ 
νομίζων ἁμαρτάνειν, ἐπεὶ 
καὶ λόγος λέγεται παρὰ τῇ γραφῇ καὶ σοφία 
καὶ βραχίων καὶ δύναμις θεοῦ 
καὶ ἄλλα πολλὰ τοιαῦτα· πολυώνυμος γάρ 
ἐστιν. Καὶ ἀντερώτησον αὐτὸν 
καὶ σὺ λέγων· Τί λέγεται παρὰ τῇ γραφῇ σου 
ὁ Χριστός; Καὶ ἴσως θελήσει (5)
ἐρωτῆσαί σε ἐκεῖνος ἄλλο τι θέλων ἐκφυγεῖν 
σε· 
μὴ ἀποκριθῇς αὐτῷ,
ἕως ἂν λύσῃ τὸ ἐρώτημά σου. Ἀνάγκῃ πάσᾳ 
ἀποκριθήσεταί σοι λέγων·
Παρὰ τῇ γραφῇ μου πνεῦμα καὶ λόγος θεοῦ 
λέγεται ὁ Χριστός. Καὶ τότε
εἰπὲ αὐτῷ σὺ πάλιν· Τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ 
ὁ λόγος παρὰ τῇ γραφῇ
σου ἄκτιστα λέγονται ἢ κτιστά; Καὶ ἐὰν εἴπῃ, 
ὅτι ἄκτιστα, εἰπὲ αὐτῷ· (10)
Ἰδοὺ ὁμοφωνεῖς μοι· καὶ γὰρ τὸ μὴ κτισθὲν 
ὑπό τινος, ἀλλὰ κτίζον θεός 
ἐστιν. Εἰ δὲ ὅλως τολμήσει εἰπεῖν, ὅτι κτιστά 
εἰσιν, εἰπὲ αὐτῷ· Καὶ τίς ἔκτισε 
τὸ πνεῦμα καὶ τὸν λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ; 
Καὶ ἐὰν ἐξ ἀπορίας εἴπῃ, 
ὅτι ὁ θεὸς αὐτὰ ἔκτισεν, εἰπὲ αὐτῷ· Πρὸ 
μικροῦ ἔλεγες, ἄκτιστα εἶναι, 
καὶ ἀρτίως λέγεις, ὅτι ὁ θεὸς αὐτὰ ἔκτισε. 
Ἰδού, εἰ ἔλεγον ἐγὼ πρός σε (15)
τοιοῦτον, ἔλεγες ἂν πρός με, ὅτι· Ἠφάνισας 
τὴν μαρτυρίαν σου, καὶ 
τοῦ λοιποῦ οὐ πιστεύω σοι, ὅσα ἂν εἴπῃς. 
Ὅμως οὖν καὶ τοῦτο ἐρωτῶ σε· 
Πρὸ τοῦ κτίσαι ὁ θεὸς τὸ πνεῦμα καὶ τὸν 
λόγον οὐκ εἶχεν πνεῦμα 
οὐδὲ λόγον; Καὶ φεύξεται ἀπὸ σοῦ μὴ ἔχων 
τι ἀποκριθῆναί σοι— 
αἱρετικοὶ γάρ εἰσιν οἱ τοιοῦτοι κατὰ 
Σαρακηνοὺς καὶ πάνυ βδελυκτοὶ (20)
καὶ ἀπόβλητοι—καί, ἐὰν αὐτὸν θελήσῃς 
δημοσιεῦσαι τοῖς λοιποῖς
Σαρακηνοῖς, φοβηθήσεταί σε πολύ. (22)

Section 2a: Christ and the Word of God 
(Kotter 5)
if you will be asked by a Saracen, “WhatB do 
you say the christ is?” say to him, “Word of 
god.” and do not suppose that you commit 
a sin, because in the scripture he is called 
Word and wisdom and arm and power of 
god and many other similar things, for he 
has many names. and you also return the 
question to him and ask “What is christ 
called in your scripture?” if he tries to avoid 
this question and wants to question you on 
another subject, do not answer him before 
he has answered your question. He will be 
compelled to answer you, “in my scripture 
christ is called spirit and Word of god.” 
and then ask him again, “according to your 
scripture, are the spirit of god and the Word 
said to be uncreated or created?” if he says 
they are uncreated, tell him: “Behold, you 
agree with me, for that which is not created 
by someone must be god who creates! if 
he is actually bold enough to say that they 
are created, say to him, “and who created 
the spirit and the Word of god?”and if, out 
of perplexity, he tells you that god created 
them, say to him: “a little before you were 
saying that they are uncreated, and just now 
you are saying that god created them.” Well, 
if i told you the same thing, you would have 
said to me, “You have destroyed your testi-
mony, and whatever you say from now on, 
i will not believe you.” nevertheless, i will 
ask you this, “Before god created the spirit 
and the Word did he have neither spirit nor 
Word?” and he will flee from you, having 
nothing to say in answer to you. for those 
who say such things among the saracens are 
regarded as heretics and are rejected and 
detested by other saracens. and if you want 
to denounce him to other saracens he will be 
very afraid of you.
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section 6
Καὶ ἐὰν ἐρωτήσῃ σε ὁ Σαρακηνὸς λέγων· Τὰ 
λόγια τοῦ θεοῦ κτιστά (1)
εἰσιν ἢ ἄκτιστα; Τοῦτο γὰρ προβάλλονται 
πρὸς ἡμᾶς ἐρώτημα δεινότατον 
θέλοντες ἀποδεῖξαι κτιστὸν εἶναι τὸν λόγον 
τοῦ θεοῦ, ὅπερ οὐκ ἔστιν. 
Ἐὰν γὰρ εἴπῃς· Κτιστά εἰσιν, λέγει σοι, ὅτι 
ἰδοὺ λέγεις κτιστὸν τὸν 
λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ. Εἰ δὲ εἴπῃς· Ἄκτιστον, λέγει, 
ὅτι ἰδοὺ πάντα τὰ (5)
λόγια τοῦ θεοῦ ὑπάρχοντα ἄκτιστα μέν εἰσι, 
θεοὶ δὲ οὔκ εἰσιν. Ἰδοὺ 
σὺ ὡμολόγησας, ὅτι ὁ Χριστὸς λόγος ὢν τοῦ 
θεοῦ οὐκ ἔστι θεός. Διὸ
μηδὲ κτιστὰ μηδὲ ἄκτιστα ἀποκριθῇς αὐτῷ, 
ἀλλ’ οὕτως ἀποκρίθητι αὐτῷ· 
Ἐγὼ ἕνα μόνον λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ ἐνυπόστατον 
ὁμολογῶ ἄκτιστον ὄντα,
καθάπερ καὶ σὺ ὡμολόγησας, τὴν δὲ πᾶσαν 
γραφήν μου οὐ λέγω λόγια, (10)
ἀλλὰ ῥήματα θεοῦ.

Section 2b: The Word (λόγος) and the words 
of God (λόγια, ῥῆματα). (Kotter 6)
and if a Saracen asks you, “the words of 
god, are they created or uncreated? They 
pose to us this very difficult question in 
their effort to prove that the Word of god is 
created, which is not true. if you answer they 
are “created,” he will tell you, behold you are 
affirming that the Word of god was created. 
But if you answer “they are uncreated,” he 
will say, “Behold, all the words of god that 
exist are uncreated, yet they are not gods. 
so, you agree with me that although christ 
is the Word of god, he is not god.” for this 
reason answer with neither “created” nor 
“uncreated,” but, rather say, “i confess that 
there is only one hypostatic Word of god, 
who is uncreated, as you also acknowledge.” 
on the other hand, i do not call my scrip-
ture in its entirety “words,” but rather “utter-
ances” of god.c

section 7
Καὶ ἐάν σοι εἴπῃ ὁ Σαρακηνός· Πῶς 
κατῆλθεν ὁ θεὸς εἰς κοιλίαν (1)
γυναικός; εἰπὲ αὐτῷ· Χρησώμεθα τῇ γραφῇ 
σου καὶ τῇ γραφῇ μου·
ἡ γραφή σου λέγει, ὅτι προεκάθηρεν ὁ θεὸς 
τὴν παρθένον Μαρίαν ὑπὲρ
πᾶσαν σάρκα γυναικός, καὶ κατέβη τὸ 
πνεῦμα τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ ὁ λόγος 
εἰς αὐτήν, καὶ τὸ εὐαγγέλιόν μου λέγει· 
“Πνεῦμα ἅγιον ἐπελεύσεται ἐπὶ (5)
σέ, καὶ δύναμις ὑψίστου ἐπισκιάσει σοι.” Ἰδοὺ 
μία φωνὴ ἀμφοτέρων 
τῶν λέξεων καὶ ἓν νόημα.

Section 2c: The communication of the Word to 
men: The Incarnation (Kotter 7)
and if a saracen asks you, “how did god 
descend into the womb of a woman,” say 
to him, “let us use your scripture and my 
scripture. Your scripture says that god 
purified the Virgin mary above all other 
women and the spirit of god and the Word 
descended into her;D and my gospel says 
“The holy spirit will come upon you, and 
the power of the most high will overshadow 
you.” Behold, both statements are saying the 
same thing.
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section 8
Ἐὰν ἐρωτήσῃ σε ὁ Σαρακηνὸς λέγων· Καὶ εἰ 
θεὸς ἦν ὁ Χριστός, (1)
πῶς ἔφαγεν καὶ ἔπιεν καὶ ὕπνωσεν καὶ τὰ 
ἑξῆς; εἰπὲ αὐτῷ, ὅτι ὁ προαιώνιος 
λόγος τοῦ θεοῦ ὁ κτίσας τὰ σύμπαντα, 
καθὼς μαρτυρεῖ ἡ γραφή 
μου καὶ ἡ γραφή σου, αὐτὸς ἔκτισεν ἐκ τῆς 
σαρκὸς τῆς ἁγίας παρθένου 
Μαρίας ἄνθρωπον τέλειον ἔμψυχον καὶ 
ἔννουν· ἐκεῖνος ἔφαγεν καὶ ἔπιεν (5)
καὶ ὕπνωσεν, ὁ δὲ λόγος τοῦ θεοῦ οὐκ 
ἔφαγεν οὐδὲ ἔπιεν οὐδὲ ὕπνωσεν
οὐδὲ ἐσταυρώθη οὐδὲ ἀπέθανεν, ἀλλ’ ἡ ἁγία 
σάρξ, ἣν ἔλαβεν ἐκ τῆς 
ἁγίας παρθένου, ἐκείνη ἐσταυρώθη. Γίνωσκε 
δέ, ὅτι ὁ Χριστὸς διπλοῦς 
μὲν λέγεται ταῖς φύσεσιν, εἷς δὲ τῇ 
ὑποστάσει. Εἷς γάρ ἐστιν ὁ προαιώνιος 
λόγος τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ μετὰ τὴν πρόσληψιν τῆς 
σαρκὸς ὑποστατικῶς ἤτοι (10)
προσωπικῶς καὶ οὐ φυσικῶς· οὐ γὰρ 
προσετέθη τῇ τριάδι τέταρτον 
πρόσωπον μετὰ τὴν ἀπόρρητον ἕνωσιν τῆς 
σαρκός.

Section 2d: The Two Natures of Christ (Kotter 
8)

if, again, the Saracen asks you: “if christ was 
god, how did he eat, drink, sleep, and so 
on?”e tell him that “The pre-eternal Word 
of god, the one who created all things, ac-
cording to the testimony of my scripture as 
well as yours; the one who became a perfect 
man from the flesh of the holy virgin mary, 
possessing a soul and intelligence; this is the 
one who ate and drank and slept. in contrast, 
the Word of god did not eat, nor did he 
drink, nor did he sleep, nor was he crucified, 
nor is he dead, but it was the holy flesh that 
he received from the Blessed Virgin that was 
crucified. You should know also that christ 
is said to have two natures but one hyposta-
sis. for the pre-eternal Word of god is one, 
even after he assumed the hypostatic body, 
personally but not physically, for a fourth 
person has not been added to the trinity 
after the ineffable union with the flesh.

section 9 
Ἐάν σε ἐρωτήσῃ ὁ Σαρακηνός, ὅτι, ἣν λέγετε 
θεοτόκον, ἀπέθανεν (1)
ἢ ζῇ; εἰπὲ αὐτῷ· Οὐκ ἀπέθανεν, θαρρῶν τῇ 
γραφικῇ ἀποδείξει. Λέγει 
γὰρ ἡ γραφὴ περὶ τούτου· “Ἦλθεν καὶ ἐπ’ 
αὐτὴν ὁ φυσικὸς τῶν ἀνθρώπων 
θάνατος, οὐ μὴν καθείρξας ἢ χειρωσάμενος 
ὡς ἐν ἡμῖν—ἄπαγε—,
ἀλλ’ ὡς φέρε εἰπεῖν· Ὁ πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος 
ὕπνωσεν καὶ τὴν πλευρὰν (5)
ἀφῃρέθη.” 

Section 2e: The Death of Theotokos (Kotter 9)
if the Saracen asks, “Did the Theotokosf 
[mother of god] die or live?”
Reply to him, “We can say with confidence 
upon the evidence of the scripture that she 
did not die. The natural death of man came 
upon her, but she was not bound or sub-
jected to it, as we are — far from it — but it 
was more like the sleep of the first man when 
his rib was removed.”
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section 10
Ἐάν σοι εἴπῃ ὁ Σαρακηνός· Ἰδοὺ πέπληγμαι 
ἔν 
τινι τόπῳ τῆς (1)
σαρκός μου, καὶ πληγεῖσα ἡ σὰρξ μώλωπα 
ἀπετέλεσεν, καὶ ἐν τῷ μώλωπι
ἐγένετο σκώληξ. Τίς οὖν αὐτὸν ἔπλασεν; 
εἰπὲ αὐτῷ, ὡς προείπομεν,

Section 2f: Secondary causes after Creation 
(Kotter 10)
if the Saracen asks you, “suppose that i have 
been struck somewhere on my body, and the 
flesh, being wounded, formed a contusion 
and in the contusion a worm has formed. 
Who has created the worm?”
Tell him that we have already answered that 
before.

section 11
Ὁ Σαρακηνὸς ἐρώτα τὸν Χριστιανὸν λοιπόν· 
Τίς ἐστι παρὰ σοὶ (1)
μείζων, ὁ ἁγιάζων ἢ ὁ ἁγιαζόμενος; Γνοὺς δὲ 
ὁ Χριστιανὸς τὴν ἔνοπλον
αὐτοῦ ἐρώτησιν εἶπεν· Ὃ θέλεις εἰπεῖν, 
γινώσκω. 
Ὁ Σαρακηνός· 
Καὶ εἰ οἶδας, ἀνάγγειλόν μοι. 
Ὁ Χριστιανὸς ἔφη, ὅτι· Ἐάν σοι εἴπω· 
Ὁ ἁγιάζων μείζων τοῦ ἁγιαζομένου, ἐρεῖς 
μοι· Ἄπελθε, προσκύνησον τὸν (5)
βαπτιστὴν Ἰωάννην ὡς βαπτίσαντα καὶ 
ἁγιάσαντα τὸν Χριστόν σου.
Ὁ δὲ Σαρακηνός· Οὕτως, φησί, σοὶ ἤθελον 
εἰπεῖν.

Section 2g: Who is greater? (Kotter 11)
The Saracen asked the christian another 
question, “according to you, who is greater, 
the one who sanctifies or the one who is 
sanctified?”
The Christian, however, realizing the impli-
cation of the question replied, “i know what 
you want to say.”
The Saracen: “if you know, tell me.”
The Christian said, “if i tell you that the one 
who sanctifies is greater than the one who is 
sanctified, you will say to me, ‘go, then, and 
bow down before John the Baptist because 
he baptized and sanctified your christ.’”
and the Saracen: “That is what i wanted to 
say to you.”

a. The titles used in this analysis are gleaned from sahas and le coz, with some of my 
own additions and clarifications.

b. sahas, John of Damascus on islam, 113n1. sahas notes that the use of the interrogative 
pronoun in the neutral gender, instead of the masculine “whom” do you say, indicates that the 
focus is on the nature of christ as the “Word of god” rather than the person of Christ.

c. please note: the saracen seems to be confusing λόγος with λόγια. Therefore, the 
christian is seeking to make a distinction regarding λόγος as christ, the hypostatic Word of 
god, and λόγια, which are merely the words, or inspired utterances, communicated by god 
through scripture. see lampe, 805.

d. Qur’an, 3:42. “Behold the angels said: o mary allah hath chosen thee and purified 
thee—chosen thee above the women of all nations.”

e. This could be a reference to the Qur’an 5:75: “christ, the son of mary, was no more 
than a messenger; many were the messengers that passed away before him. his mother was a 
woman of truth. They had both to eat their (daily) food. see how allah doth make his signs 
clear to them; yet see in what ways they are deluded away from the truth!”

f. sahas did not have this word in his text, so he centered this conversation around the 
divinity of Jesus christ and unfortunately missed the distinction between the death of christ 
and the death of man. 
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