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Abstract

Qur’an may come as a surprise to many Christians. But this does not imply that the Qur’anic worldview
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However, unlike its engagement with other faith groups, the Qur'anic response to the Christians is
multifarious and this forms the main subject matter of this article. In it, the author attempts to categorize
the Qur'an’s engagement with the Christians regarding their beliefs. As the author shows, instead of
ignoring the is- sue completely or categorically condemning it, the Qur'an uses at least five different
methods in its attempt to correct what it considers ‘deviant beliefs.” This in itself is a sign of God’s mercy
and attentiveness to the Christian faith group.

Keywords: Jesus, Qur'an, interfaith studies, Islam, Christianity, exegesis, Trinity, divinity.

Introduction

The title “Jesus in the Qur'an” is perceived in different ways by Muslims and Christians. Setting aside
the small group of Christian scholars who have paid a great deal of attention to Islamic issues and who
have exerted substantial effort into understanding the true nature of Islam, most Christians may imagine
that any work with a title such as “Jesus in the Qur'an” must deal with a Qur’anic perspective on
something outside the Islamic faith, since according to them, Muslims can consider themselves Muslim
regardless of their belief about Jesus (‘a). But this is incorrect since believing in Jesus as a prophet is a
fundamental part of the Islamic faith.

All Muslims are required to believe in the divinely appointed prophets - including Adam (‘a), Noah (‘a),
Abraham (‘a), Moses (‘a), Jesus (‘a), and culminating in Muhammad (S). For the Qur’an says in

describing those who are righteous:
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“And they believe in what has been sent down to thee and what has been sent down before thee”
(2:4).1

This is an example of a more general issue that has become a major hurdle in the field of interreligious
studies. To better understand this problem, let us turn our attention to other fields of knowledge. In these
fields, authors usually do not need to pay a great deal of attention to the background of their reader; it is
not an element which greatly influences the method and content of their discussion. It suffices for them
to indicate, in their introduction, what basic preliminary knowledge is required for the reader to
understand the content of their research and on what level the work has been created. In contrast, for
scholars writing in the field of inter-religious studies, the identity of the reader or audience is crucial in
most, if not all, cases. It is important for such an author to know both the faith background and the level
of knowledge which the reader brings to the work. That is why, more than in any other branch of
knowledge, we see that authors who write about a faith other than their own or try to introduce their own

faith to others, mention for whom a given work has been produced.



This fact is due to a number of reasons, the discussion of all of which takes us far from the topic of this
paper. To allude to it, however, one such reason is that if one were to read a work on something other
than his own religion, misunderstanding is highly probable because the reader tries, sometimes
subconsciously, to understand an issue about the other faith in the context of his own faith. As an
example, a Muslim or Christian might consider the role of the mosque in Islam to be entirely identical to
the role of the church in Christianity, but this is far from the case.

A clearer example for the difference in Muslim and Christian understandings is the Gospel itself.2 Based
on Qur’anic teachings, Muslims believe that the Gospel, like the Torah and the Qur’an that were
revealed to Moses (‘a) and Muhammad (S) respectively, is a book which was directly revealed to Jesus
(‘a), a point which is surprising to most Christians. Muslims are equally surprised when they are informed

that Christians do not know of any book revealed to Jesus himself.

The title of this paper, “Jesus in the Qur’an,” is not an exemption with regard to this issue. A Christian
who is not a scholar of Islam might think that if “Christ” had been chosen in the title instead of “Jesus,”
the connotation would be different, since for him the former elevates the status of Jesus to divinity.
Therefore, as far as a Christian is concerned, the word “Christ” has theological implications which the
word “Jesus” does not; but for a Muslim, using “Christ” instead of “Jesus” has no such implications, a
point which shall be discussed later. Likewise, one might imagine that the role of the Qur'an in Islam is
the same as the role of the Gospel in Christianity, which it is not.

This article has been written with a Christian audience in mind who has only a surface understanding of
Islam. Although the different words and their connotations cannot be explained in every case that they
arise, as that would take away from the main focus of the article, an effort has been made to do so when

necessary.

As we know, the verses of the Qur’an regarding Jesus have been discussed frequently by Muslims and
Christians from different perspectives, some of which have been criticized by the Qur’an itself. The
Qur’an does not limit itself to presenting its own view on Jesus, rather, it mentions and takes a stand
against some of the other views as well. For Muslims, the Qur’an acts as a guideline for Islamic thought,
and not just on the issue of Jesus.3 These guidelines have provided Muslims with insightful viewpoints

as well as answers when confronted in a debate on the Islamic position.

With this in mind, this paper will attempt to categorize the Qur’anic verses on Jesus in a novel manner.
An observant reader will be able to discern how, in addition to offering direction to explain one’s view,
the Qur'an also provides a Muslim with certain guidelines for reasoning in the face of an opposing view.
Needless to say, all of the more than ninety verses of the Qur’an pertaining to Jesus cannot be
incorporated into an article such as this. Therefore, the more prominent ones will be selected and
discussed in a manner that will sufficiently cover the major aspects of Jesus in the Qur'an. Nevertheless,
prior to this a brief introduction of the Qur'an as well as a quick illustration of the Qur’anic perspective on

Jesus Christ is necessary.



According to the Islamic faith, the Qur'an was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (S) over a period of
twenty-three years in 114 chapters about fourteen-hundred years ago. Although the Prophet is known to

have performed other miracles, the Qur’an itself is the most important one regarding which God states:
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“If the men and jinns banded together to produce the like of the Quran, they would never
produce its like, even if they assisted one another” (17:88).

God also strongly emphasizes that there is no internal inconsistency among the 6236 verses of the
Qur’an4 and denies that the Qur’anic content is in any way mythical.5 The Qur’an also stresses that it is
composed in a language that is clear and understandable6 for all those whose intention is to
understand.7 As a side note, this is not to say that it is not possible for those with ill-intentions to
interpret the Qur’an in accordance with their own motives. The revelation of the Qur'an was completed

during the life of the prophet8 who recommended that Muslims use it to guide them at any crossroad.

Most importantly, for Muslims the Qur’an is the word of God verbatim, and this is a point on which there
is a consensus among Muslims. Not surprisingly, some recent Christian scholars have come to admit the
Qur’an as the most historically accurate of scriptures that have been revealed to different faiths. It
should, therefore, be clear that the role of the Qur’an for Muslims as a unique undistorted revealed text is
different from how a Christian views the Gospel or the Bible. In Christianity, such a focal role is given to

Jesus himself as opposed to the Bible.

What has been said so far is agreed upon by all Muslims whether Sunni or Shia. This is because the
points alluded to are based on the Qur’anic verses themselves. Therefore, regardless of their
differences, Sunnis and Shias are generally in agreement to those matters which are central to the
Islamic faith, such as the nature of the Qur’an itself. However, that is not to say that no Muslim scholar
has ever said or will ever say something other than what we outlined above. This point needs further
explanation because it provides us with an answer to the question which might be asked concerning this
article’s use of phrases like ‘the Islamic view’ or ‘consensus among Muslims’ on a given Islamic issue,

including the issue of Jesus.

The Meaning Of The Term ‘Consensus’

One of the unfortunate realities for Muslims in the modem world is that very few of its distinguished
scholars have written or do write in English. By the same token, very few Christian scholars know Arabic
or Persian. This deficiency provides the perfect opportunity for some modernized Muslims with a good
command of English to raise ideas alien to Islam which, unfortunately, are well received by some
Christian scholars. That they should be so received is not surprising, because some of these ideas are
in harmony with a Christian perspective towards Islam.



Therefore, they can be used both as good evidence for an ungrounded Christian idea about Islam, and
also as evidence of a split among Muslims on the issue. A parallel example might be the following: If a
Christian scholar were to accept the Gospel of Barnabas, this would be well received among Muslims

since this Gospel is compatible with the Qur’anic perspective of Jesus. But as Cantwell Smith reminds
us, “no statement about a religion is valid unless it can be acknowledged by that religion’s believers”.9

We do not have the opportunity here to explain all the reasons and incentives for some modernized
Muslims or Christians to express views which are absolutely contrary to the consensus of their own faith
(perhaps one reason being that it provides common ground for dialogue with other faiths or with the
secular perspective). On this account, if a so-called Muslim scholar were to state that the Quran was
not the verbatim word of God, this does not break the consensus among Muslims on the issue; this is
similar to the consensus that Christians have regarding the crucifixion of Christ which is not broken if a
so-called Christian scholar were to question it.

These sorts of unorthodox ideas are found far more commonly among Christian scholars discussing their
faith than among Muslim scholars. As another example, in his book Christianity Must Change or Die,
Bishop John Shelby Spong crosses almost all traditional Christian lines and disputes almost all Christian
doctrines, including the virgin birth of Jesus. 10 In brief, setting aside the fact that some so-called
scholars would better be called semi-scholars or pseudo-scholars, we should keep in mind that not all
opinions of scholars are in fact “scholarly” opinions.

If one wanted to urge that such ideas do break the consensus, one would have to admit that the only
point Christians believe in common is that they have nothing to believe in common. In that case, terms
like “Christian doctrine” or “Islamic doctrine” should be removed from usage, since for any given

doctrine, one can always find a scholar who rejects that doctrine as Christian or Islamic.

At any rate, one can predict that modern and postmodern scholars who show contempt for the ability to
gain access to truth will keep identifying so-called consensus-breaking ideas on both the Christian and
the Muslim sides. In sum, one should not be sensitive to words like “consensus” or “Muslims believe” or
“the Qur'an says” as we use those terms in the paper. Whenever there is a significant disagreement on

a given issue it will be pointed out.

Brief Picture Of Jesus In The Quran

It is a truism that the opinion of Christian scholars towards the Qur'an and Islam varies over a wide
range, from admitting that Muhammad (S) was a real prophet to rejecting him as a liar. In spite of this
wide diversity of views, all Christian scholars admit that the Qur'an shows a “deep veneration” towards
Jesus (‘a) and that it portrays him with great reverence, a point which is surprising to most Christians.
The Qur’an speaks of Jesus using three different designations: Jesus (22 times); Jesus, the son of Mary
(13 times); and the Messiah (11 times). Like Muhammad (S) Jesus (‘a) is admired in the Qur'an as being
of exceptional holiness. According to the Qur'an, Jesus was born of the virgin Mary11 and miraculously



announced his prophetic mission when he was in his cradle.12

The Qur’an calls him the Kalimat Allah (Word of God) and Ruh Allah (Spirit of God) 13, two attributes not
used for any other prophet in the Qur'an. Jesus Christ is affirmed and strengthened by the Holy Spirit14
and God taught him Wisdom and the Torah and the Gospel. 15 Although Jesus is respected in Islam as
one of the five greatest prophets, the idea of his divinity or his filial relationship with God is strongly
denied. Likewise, the Qur’an states that Jesus was not crucified; rather, he was taken into heaven and a

look-alike was crucified in his stead. The doctrine of the Trinity is also strongly rejected.

Therefore, we see that the Qur’anic view of Jesus has two aspects. On the one hand, it gives, as
Parrinder puts it, “a greater number of honourable titles to Jesus than to any other figure of the past.” 16
On the other hand, in various ways, the Qur'an speaks against both Jesus’ divinity and the Trinitarian
concept of God which are at the heart of Christian theology. However, the point which should not be
dismissed is that there is no kind of disagreement between the Qur’an and real Christianity as far as the
Qur’an is concerned, since real Christianity, as it was revealed to Jesus, is different from what Christians

later introduced as Christianity.

According to the Qur'an, Jesus never admits his divinity or his filial relationship or any doctrine which
violates God’s unique and absolute transcendence. These doctrines were added to Christianity after
Jesus’ ascension into heaven. The Qur’an also speaks of a number of miracles of Jesus, two of which
are not mentioned in the Bible. The first, as indicated before, is his speaking in the cradle while the

second is his creating live birds from clay.

The question might arise here as to whether the Qur'an has any dispute with the followers of other

religions, such as Judaism?

As a matter of fact, it has been a general rule in the history of theistic religions that any new prophet
faces two kinds of resistance - from unbelievers and from followers of the previous prophet or prophets.
For example, Jesus faced resistance from both pagans and Jews. 17 The Qur’an speaks of the
challenges that Jesus had to face at the hands of the Jews. Jesus tried his best to convince the Jews to
confess to his prophetic mission partly by appealing to his miracles, like raising the dead, but even this
was not effective in bringing all the Jews towards his path. This kind of rejection is not due to any
deficiency in the miracle but rather to an iliness in the hearts that prevents them from admitting the truth
set forth by a prophet. The Qur'an says:
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“And they denied them, though their souls acknowledged them, wrongfully and out of pride.
Behold, how was the end of the workers of corruption” (27: 14).

The same situation holds true concerning Prophet Muhammad (S). As Jesus (‘a) was denied by some



Jews, Muhammad’s mission was also rejected by some Christians and Jews. Therefore, depending on
the case, the Quran argues against Jews, Christians, and all those who deny the authenticity of the

Qur’an as a revealed book and Muhammad (S) as a genuine prophet.

However, this is not to say that all the disputes in the Qur’an with pagans or with followers of other
religions are about the truth of the claims offered by the prophets. The Qur’an also delves into other
issues wherein the dispute is not explicitly resolved. Instead, even without offering a judgement on the
disputed matter and identifying which side is correct, the Qur’an occasionally simply terminates the
discussion by saying that God knows better what the truth is. For instance, regarding the dispute over

the number of the People of the Cave, God says:
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“They will say, ‘Three; and their dog was the fourth of them.’ They will say, ‘Five; and their dog
was the sixth of them,’” guessing at the Unseen. They will say, ‘seven; and their dog was the
eighth of them.’ Say: ‘My Lord knows very well their number, and none knows them, except a
few.’ So do not dispute with them, except in outward disputation, and ask not any of them for a
pronouncement on them” (18:22).

But there are some issues, relating to the followers of other religions, on which God takes a clear
position. Anyone with even a small familiarity with the Qur'an knows that the Qur’anic God strongly
rejects anything not compatible with His unique and absolute transcendence. 18 These are the same
issues which lie at the heart of the disputes between the Qur'an and Christians and not, as mentioned

before, between Islam and real Christianity.

It is interesting to explore the method and ways in which the Quran engages with Christians who have
touched the most crucial issues by challenging God’s unique transcendence. Some of the pertinent
questions include: Was it responded to in one way or multiple ways? Was the response amiable or
threatening? Was it done through argumentation or not? Does it talk about the origins of these wrong
beliefs? We will try to answer these kinds of question by reviewing some of the Qur’anic verses on the
issue. It shall be shown that God has used many possible ways and means to convince a given
Christian that what he believes about Christ’s Divinity or filial relationship or the Trinity does not have to

do with authentic Christianity as revealed to Jesus himself.

The point which should be remembered here is that the Qur’an, for a number of reasons which are
mentioned in the Book but cannot be discussed here, is more compassionate towards Christians than

towards Jews, a fact which can be testified by this verse:
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“Thou wilt surely find the most hostile of men to the believers are the Jews and the idolaters; and
thou wilt surely find the nearest of them in love to the believers arc those who say ‘We are
Christians’ (5:82).

God’s usage of the various methods to reform the viewpoint of the Christians, which will be examined
shortly, is another manifestation of His special grace towards Christians in comparison to Jews. When
the Qur’an refers to the challenges raised by some Jews against God’s transcendence, its language is

very harsh:
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“The Jews have said, ‘God’s hand is fettered’; Fettered are their hands, and they are cursed for
what they have said. Nay, but His hands are outspread; He expends how He wills. And what has
been sent down to thee from thy Lord will surely increase many of them in insolence and
unbelief; and We have cast between them enmity and hatred, till the day of Resurrection” (5:64).

In contrast, the Qur'an engages in a variety of ways with the challenges that Christians put to God’s
transcendence. These will be dealt with here. What follows is a suggested categorization of God’s
response in dealing with the beliefs of the Christians which, according to the Qur’anic view, are at odds
with real Christian beliefs.

Categorizations Of Verses On Jesus

First Group: Removing the Causes of Misunderstanding

At one stage, the Qur’an tries to remove the cause of misunderstandings about Jesus’ real role and
nature. What caused the Christians to elevate Jesus to the level of divinity or of a filial relationship to
God? It goes without saying that the Qur'an sees no real basis for such beliefs and if, in general,
Christians, and likewise Jews, believe in unwarranted beliefs it is because they have accepted what they

have heard from their monks or rabbis:
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“They have taken their rabbis and their monks as Lords apart from God ...” (9:31).



As Thomas Michael says, there was no mention of the Trinity among Christians before the year 180.19
Since there is no real basis in the Qur’anic view behind such Trinitarian claims, what may have led

Christians to such beliefs?

One confirmative point for considering Jesus as the son of God might be his birth without a human
father. But this great honour of being born in such a miraculous way should not be taken as sufficient

evidence that he should be considered the son of God because, as the Qur'an puts it:
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“Truly the likeness of Jesus, in God’s sight, is as Adam’s Likeness; He created him of dust, then
He said unto him, ‘Be’, and he was (3:59).

The verse implies that if anyone is to be considered the son of God, it is Adam who has priority in this

regard, having been created with neither a human father nor mother.

One other reason for lay people to elevate Christ to the level of divinity could be his exceptional
miracles. Miracles like ‘raising the dead’ might mean for some that Jesus was God or at least a God-
man. In order to counter this misunderstanding, the Qur’an adds the adverbial phrase “by My leave”
after mentioning many miracles of Jesus. It is worth paying attention that even in the case where a verse

contains a number of Jesus’ miracles, God does not suffice Himself to mention the phrase “by My leave’

once at the end of the verse. Rather, the phrase is repeated after each miracle:
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“When God said, ‘Jesus son of Mary, remember My blessing upon thee and upon thy mother,
when | confirmed thee with the Holy Spirit, to speak to men in the cradle, and of age, and when |
taught you the Book, the Wisdom, the Torah, the Gospel; and when thou createst out of clay, by
My leave, as the Likeness of a bird, and thou breathest into it, and it is a bird, by My leave; and
thou healest the blind and the leper by My leave, and thou bringest the dead forth, by My leave;
and when | restrained from thee the Children of Israel when thou camest unto them with the clear
signs, and the unbelievers among them said, ‘This is nothing but sorcery manifest” (5:110).

Since there does not seem to be any real probability of such a misunder- standing in the interpretation
of the miracles of other prophets, the Qur'an does not add the phrase “by My leave” when speaking of

their miracles. For example, regarding a miracle of Moses, the Qur’an says:
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“So he cast his staff, and behold, it was a serpent manifest. And he drew forth his hand and lo, it
was white to the beholders” (26:32).

Second Group: A Call for Reflection and Awakening

As evident from the last discussion, the Qur'an does not claim that the arguments brought by the
Christians to propose his divinity or filial relationship with God are untrue; rather, it points to the fact that
they have no proof for what they claim. Therefore, the Qur'an does not see the doctrine of the absolute
transcendence of God to be at all endangered by the Christian argument. As such, the task then is to
make the Christians rethink what they believe. This is where the second group of Qur’anic verses can be
introduced where God tries to awaken the conscience of Christians in order to inform them about reality

in relation to what they falsely believe about Jesus (‘a).

This process of awakening manifests itself in a variety of ways including the frequent suffixing of the
name of the mother of Jesus (‘a) after his own name. The only woman of whom the Qur’an speaks by
name is Mary (‘a) whose name also forms the title of the nineteenth chapter of the Qur'an. All other
females are referred to by the name of their father or brother or husband. This reference to Mary in
relation to the name of Jesus is not in imitation of those few examples in Arabic literature in which a
person is introduced by his mother’s name. Rather, this frequent reference to Jesus as “son of Mary” is
to remind particularly Christians of Jesus’ human nature. In fact, at times the Qur'an mentions Jesus with
his mother’s name even when his name is listed among the names of other prophets for whom there is

no mention of their parents’ names:
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“And when We took a pact from the prophets, and from thee, and from Noah, and Abraham,

Moses, and Jesus, son of Mary; We took from them a solemn compact” (33:7).

The Qur’an, in this process of awakening, also encourages Christians to reflect on a simple fact in the
hope that they will refrain from believing in what is quite wrong from the Qur’anic perspective. On this
account, God, referring to Jesus and Mary, says:
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“... They both were eating food ...” (5:75).

In other words, God invites Christians themselves to judge how a person who is dependent on food can



be a God. To put it in modem language, a “God in need” is paradoxical even if Christians claim that
Christ’s divinity belongs to another level of his life. In the Qur’anic view, God is absolutely needless (at

all levels):
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“O men, you are the ones that have need of God; he is the All- sufficient, the All-laudable”
(35:15).

At the same time, the Qur’an continues the process of awakening by stating that the issue of Jesus is
clear enough and hence God is “surprised” so to speak that despite this clarity, they insist on their
exaggerated claims.
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“The Messiah, son of Mary, was only a Messenger; Messengers be- fore him passed away; his
mother was a just woman; they both ate food. Behold, how We make clear the signs to them;
then behold, how they go astray” (5:75).

In general, the Qur’an frequently invites and encourages all who receive its message to think deeply
about what the Qur’an says. The expressions like “haply they will reflect” can be found in about fifty
places in the Quran. This emphasis shows that the Qur'an sees its claim as being in full compatibility
with human understanding. On this account, the Qur'an sometimes addresses the very common sense

of its audience to see if its claim is true.

This process is occasionally performed by asking a rhetorical question, the answer to which is so evident
to a sound soul that the Qur'an does not mention the answer. For example, in the fifth chapter, the
Qur’an refers Christians to their common sense by asking a question from the people who believe that

God is the Messiah, Mary’s son:
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“Who then shall overrule God in any way if He desires to destroy the Messiah, Mary’s son, and
his mother, and all those who are on earth?” (5: 17).

Common sense is the best judge in answering this question.



Third Group: Gentle Advice

In the third group of verses, like a kind parent giving advice to his children, God compassionately calls

on Christians not to exaggerate the tenets of their faith and not to believe in the Trinity:
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“O People of the book! Go not beyond the bounds in your religion, and say not as to God but the
truth. The Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only the messenger of God, and His Word that He
committed to Mary, and a spirit from Him. So, believe in God and His Messenger and say not
‘Three’. Refrain; better it for you. God is only one God” (4:171).

Fourth Group: Relating the Words of Jesus

Another Qur’anic response to Christians is to elaborate on Jesus’ own view on the issue. Perhaps such
a method may be more acceptable to Christians who already hold Jesus (‘a) in high esteem. In the fifth
chapter of the Qur’an, a conversation between God and Jesus is related as such:
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“And when God said, ‘O Jesus son of Mary, didst thou say unto men, “Take me and my mother as
gods apart from God”?’ He said, ‘To Thee be glory! It is not mine to say what | have no right to. If |
indeed said it, Thou knowest it, Knowing what is within my soul, and | know not what is within
Thy soul; Thou knowest the things unseen” (5: 116).
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‘1 only said to them what Thou didst command me: ‘Serve God my Lord and your Lord” (5:117).

Likewise, in another verse, God says about Jesus:
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“The Messiah will not disdain to be a servant of God, neither the angels who are near stationed to
Him ...” (4:172).



Fifth Group: The True Implication of Certain Beliefs

In another group of verses, the Qur'an deals with the issue in a more serious way. The Qur'an warns
Christians that a belief in the divinity of Jesus may seem harmless on the surface. However, it carries

with it serious implications - i.e., ‘disbelief in God’:
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“Certainly, they disbelieved who say: God, is the Messiah, Mary's son” (5:72).

The verse 5:17 also reinstates this corollary relationship between belief in Jesus’ divinity and disbelief in
God. In fact, the term ‘disbelief’ has created the highest degree of trouble for some Christian scholars

who have tried to give a Christian interpretation of the Qur'an.20

Another verse which is severely critical of Christian beliefs has to do with Jesus’ filial relationship with
God:
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“And they say, ‘The All-merciful has taken unto Himself a son’” (19:88).

“You have indeed advanced something hideous!” (19:89).
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“The heavens are well-nigh rent of it and the earth split asunder, and the mountains well-nigh fall

down crashing” (19:90).

“For that they have attributed to the All-merciful a son” (19:91).
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“And it behooves not the All-merciful to take a son” (19:92).21

We see, therefore, that the Qur'an makes use of many different methods to dissuade Christians from
holding onto their exaggerated beliefs about Jesus. These include:

(1) removing the causes of misunderstanding;

(2) helping them reflect over the natural human life that Jesus lived;

(3) giving them compassionate advice;

(4) revealing Jesus’ own views about the issue; and

(5) making them realize the necessary consequences of their exaggerated beliefs.

It is not unexpected that God, who introduces himself as the most companionate, should try all possible
ways to encourage Christians to refrain from believing in the Trinity or in the Divinity of Jesus or in his
filial relationship with God. In this sense, God’s approach in relation to Christians is quite different from
his approach in relation to pagans and infidels. This is because Christians believe in the metaphysical
and supernatural world; in so far as they also believe in something contrary to what all the prophets,
including Jesus, were taught by God throughout history, it is perhaps out of good intention. That is to
say, it is because they think the Trinity, Jesus’ divinity and Jesus’ filial relationship are the only true faith

that they reject pure monotheism.

Sources Of Complexity

Due to the clarity of the Qur’anic stance which has been alluded to above, the status of Christ has not
been a controversial issue in Islamic thought - neither in the Sunni tradition nor the Shia one.22 Any
complexities which do surface usually come from either of two sources: modernized Muslim scholars

and Christian perspectives on the issue.

We know that misunderstandings between Christians and Muslims manifests themselves, as Mahmoud
Ayoub puts it, in movements such as the Crusades, colonization, Evangelization, and Orientalism.23
Some Muslim intellectuals are trying to remove these misunderstanding as much as they can. This is an
invaluable endeavour but only in so far as it implies the absence of unwarranted interpretations of the
Qur’an. Unfortunately, however, for some modernized Muslims, dialogue means not merely working on
common grounds but also seeking to satisfy the other party even through ideas which may not be
compatible with Quranic teachings. The Qur’anic guideline directing Muslims as to how they should act
in the encounter with Christians and Jews is sometimes dismissed by these modernized Muslim
scholars. If one’s intention is just to satisfy Christians and Jews without expressing and seeking the truth,
the inevitable failure of this effort is pointed out by the Qur’an:
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“Never will the Jews be satisfied with thee, neither the Christians, not till thou followest their
religion ...” (2:120).

To understand the second source of complexity, that which comes from Christian scholars, we have to
look briefly at some Christian approaches to Jesus in the Qur’an. The main two approaches are
polemical and assimilative. According to Neal Robinson, the following are some principal strands to the
polemical response: First, the argument that the Qur’anic teachings on Jesus are distorted; for example,
Jesus did not foretell the coming of Muhammad as the Qur’an claims. Second, the argument that there
are some “errors” in the Qur'an - for example, the oddity of Mary’s being introduced as the sister of
Aaron may suggest that the Qur’an has confused Mary with Miriam, the sister of Aaron. Third, the
argument that Muhammad derived his information, not from orthodox Christians, but from heretical
Christian informers.24 There are various Islamic responses to these points, and Neal Robinson himself
has noted some of these.25 For example, regarding the alleged confusion between Mary and Miriam, he

points out that the Prophet himself had responded to this objection.

Muslims, in general, do not pay attention to the objections set forth by polemicists regarding the
authenticity of the Qur’an. This is not merely because Islamic scholars have already provided
appropriate answers for the objections but also because the Qur’an itself (predicting what would be said

against the Qur’an or the Prophet) provided Muslims with an answer:
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“And We know very well that they say, ‘only a mortal is teaching him.’ The speech of him at whom
they hint is barbarous; and this is speech Arabic, manifest” (16: 103).26

Both Christian polemicists and assimilationists believe that the Qur’anic Jesus is more Christian than
what Muslims claim. For example, it has been argued by John of Damascus, the polemicist, that since
the Qur'an refers to Jesus as ‘word’ or ‘spirit’ and since God is inseparable from His Word and His Spirit,
Jesus must be divine. In light of what was related from the Qur'an, such a claim is not worthy of
attention, for we saw that the Qur’an rejects the divinity of Jesus in the same verse that he admires him
as the Word and Spirit of God (See 4:171).27

This problem is more clearly manifest in the second, assimilative method. Christian scholars like Charles

Ledit and R. C. Zachner have taken two approaches:

(1) they strongly stress the commonalities between the Qur'anic and Christian understandings of Jesus,

and



(2) they offer a Christian interpretation of the verses in the Qur’an which are not compatible with the

general Christian belief.

While the first part is to be welcomed and admired, the second part is questionable. Sometimes
Christian interpretations of Qur'anic verses have faced objections from Christian themselves.
Furthermore, Christian scholars like Neal Robinson make the objection to Ledit that in some of his
interpretation he glosses over crucial points which the Qur’an explicitly emphasizes.28 At any rate, this
tendency to bring closer the ideas from the Qur'an and Christianity which are in sharp disagreement has

played a prominent role in adding unnecessary complexity to the issue of Jesus in the Qur’an.

Final Remarks

A few concluding remarks are worth mentioning here: First, it has been frequently claimed that the
Qur’anic verses on Jesus were directed to Christians living in the Arabian Peninsula at the time of the
Prophet of Islam and, therefore, has nothing to do with Western Christians. This claim has been
supported by the fact that the Qur’an criticizes Christians for considering both Jesus and his mother as
their lords29 while no Western Christian believes in the divinity of Mary.

It should be clarified that the Qur'an does not claim that all Christians had, have, and will have the same
beliefs all over the world and for all time. Regardless of whom it is directly addressed to in the context of
its original revelation, the Qur’an strongly rejects anything opposing the unique transcendence of God.
Therefore, each Christian can reach the Quranic view towards his beliefs easily. To put it differently, as
far as Christian doctrines arc concerned, the Qur’anic view is clear enough and it does not matter which
group of Christians is addressed in these verses. However, as far as particular Christians are concerned,
it can be said that some of the Qur’anic verses may only be applicable to Christians who were living at
that particular time or in that particular context.

Second, we have frequently referred to the clarity of the Qur’anic verses, including those verses
concerning Jesus. We are not trying to say that any further discussion of the Qur’an, or of the Quranic
verses on Jesus in particular, is necessarily pointless. On the contrary, as was indicated earlier, the
Qur’an has repeatedly encouraged people to reflect on all its verses so as to reach a better
understanding of the Qur’anic teachings. However, the Qur'an lays emphasis on internal consistency
between its verses which is a sign that the Qur’an is a real revelation. Where some modem Muslim
scholars are not careful is that they try to interpret a verse independent of other verses which might shed
light on its real meaning, thus ignoring the criterion of internal compatibility within the Qur’an. This is the
main criticism that one can direct against the opinions of some modern Muslims. These scholars should

not forget the guideline from the Qur’an in which God rebukes those who say:
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“... ‘We believe in part; and disbelieve in part, desiring to take between this and that a way”
(4: 150).

Finally, it seems that the topic of “Jesus in the Qur'an” is one of the best bases for dialogue between
Muslims and Christians. One of the most helpful steps in such a dialogue would be for Christians to
clarify their position on the authenticity of the Qur'an and the role of the Prophet Muhammad (S). For
example, with respect to Catholicism as the main denomination in Christianity, there is still some
ambiguity in their position. As Professor Ovey Mohammed puts it: “The Catholic Church settled the
question of the legitimacy of Islam after Christianity but provided no explicit answer to two questions:
Was Muhammad a prophet? And is the Qur’an the word of God?”30

Due to one of the more positive aspects of modern thought, the channels of communication between
different faiths seem more open; however, one of the negative aspects of modernity that is becoming
more prominent in academia is the dismissal of an objective accessible truth. This last point, in one way
or another, has changed the aim of many of the dialogues in our time which, in my contention, deprives

them of the possibility of one of their most fruitful outcomes.
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