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Preface
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There is a question that sits quietly beneath a great deal of Muslim-Christian conversation, and it is rarely examined with the patience it deserves. The question is this: did the Hebrew prophets and Jesus himself foretell the coming of the Muhammad? For more than thirteen centuries, Muslim scholars have answered yes, and they have pointed to specific passages in the Bible to make their case. For just as long, Christian and Jewish scholars have answered no, and they too have pointed to the same passages to explain why they reach a different conclusion.

This book is an attempt to examine that question honestly.

A word about what “honestly” means in this context, because the term carries weight and demands explanation. It does not mean treating all interpretations as equally valid regardless of the evidence. It does not mean softening disagreements until they disappear. Honest examination means bringing the same standard of evidence to every argument, whatever its source. It means applying the same linguistic scrutiny to a Hebrew word cited by a Muslim apologist as to a Greek phrase cited by a Christian theologian. It means reading each biblical passage in its literary context, its historical setting, and its canonical relationship to the wider body of scripture in which it appears. It means following the evidence to its conclusion rather than to a predetermined destination.

That standard is the one this book tries to hold throughout.

~
[image: ]


The writer came to this subject through years of engagement with interfaith questions, and what became clear early on was that the existing literature on this particular topic tends to fall into one of two unsatisfying categories. The first category is the popular apologetic, written for audiences who already agree with its conclusions. These works, produced in abundance by both Muslim and Christian writers, are rarely dishonest in the sense of deliberate fabrication, but they are frequently dishonest in the subtler sense of presenting only the evidence that supports their case while ignoring the rest. The second category is the polemical attack, which treats the opposing tradition not as a serious intellectual system but as a collection of errors to be exposed. Works in this category are usually more interested in winning an argument than in understanding a position.

Neither approach is adequate for the question at hand, and neither is adequate for the audience this book is written for. Readers who want to understand this debate, rather than simply to be told what to think about it, deserve something better.

~
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It is worth being clear about what this book is not. It is not a hostile book about Islam. The Islamic tradition is one of the great intellectual and spiritual achievements of human civilization, and the Muslim scholars who have written about biblical prophecy include figures of real erudition and genuine seriousness. To disagree with their conclusions, as this book does, is not to disparage them or their tradition. Disagreement between learned people is the engine of serious scholarship, and the disagreements examined here are, at their best, disagreements of the highest order.

Nor is this book written in the spirit of religious triumphalism. Christian readers will find that several of the most common popular arguments made against the Islamic prophetic claims are found here to be inadequate, and that some Christian writers have misrepresented the Islamic position they were trying to refute. That too is part of honest examination.

The book is not a work of ecumenism, in the sense of a project designed to minimize the theological differences between traditions. The differences are real, they are significant, and pretending otherwise would insult the intelligence of readers from all three traditions. Respectful engagement does not require pretending that disagreements do not exist.

~
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The three traditions considered in this book, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, are each communities of deep conviction. Within each tradition there are scholars who have spent lifetimes studying the texts that are examined in these chapters. The Islamic tradition brings to these questions a centuries-old body of Quranic exegesis, or tafsir, and a rich tradition of hadith scholarship and prophetic biography that informs how Muslim scholars read the biblical text. The Christian tradition brings the tools of historical-critical biblical scholarship, New Testament theology, and patristic interpretation developed over two thousand years. The Jewish tradition brings the oldest continuous interpretive relationship with the Hebrew Bible, a relationship that predates both Christianity and Islam and that has produced in rabbinic literature one of the most sophisticated bodies of textual commentary in world history.

Each of these traditions is represented in this book by its strongest arguments, not its weakest ones. This is not a courtesy extended to the traditions; it is a requirement of honest scholarship. An argument that defeats only the weakest version of a position has not really defeated anything.

~
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The method of this book can be described plainly. Each biblical passage under examination is first introduced in its Hebrew or Greek original, accompanied by the King James Version translation of 1611, which is in the public domain and remains the most widely recognized English translation across traditions. Quranic passages are cited from the public domain English translation by Abdullah Yusuf Ali. The Islamic interpretation is then presented as Muslim scholars themselves have presented it, drawing on the classical tafsir tradition and on modern apologetic literature. The Christian interpretation follows, drawing on the patristic record, the New Testament’s own use of the passage, and modern biblical scholarship. The Jewish interpretation follows that, drawing on the Talmud, the midrashic literature, and medieval and modern rabbinic scholarship. A linguistic analysis of the original Hebrew or Greek is then conducted, because the vast majority of the prophetic arguments made in this debate ultimately rest on claims about what specific words mean, and those claims cannot be evaluated without examining the words themselves. The chapter closes with a sober assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of each interpretive position.

This approach is applied consistently across every passage. Consistency is not a courtesy; it is the whole of the method.

~
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A note on what the reader should expect to find. The book’s conclusions are, on the whole, negative with respect to the Islamic prophetic claims. The evidence examined does not support the position that Deuteronomy 18:18, Deuteronomy 33:2, Isaiah 42, the Paraclete passages of John 14 to 16, or Song of Solomon 5:16 contain predictions of Muhammad. The reasons for these conclusions are laid out in detail in the relevant chapters, and the reader is invited to evaluate the evidence directly rather than simply to take the author’s word for it.

Those conclusions will be unwelcome to some readers, and that is understood. But the opposite of intellectual respect is not disagreement; it is condescension, and the condescension of telling a community of intelligent people only what they want to hear is a more serious failing than the frank acknowledgment of scholarly disagreement.

~
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One more thing deserves to be said at the outset, and it concerns the spirit in which this book should be read and used.

The question of Muhammad’s prophetic claim is not, ultimately, a question about proof texts. It is a question about the nature of revelation, the definition of prophecy, and the identity of the final word of God in history. Christians answer that question one way, Muslims answer it another, and Jews answer it a third way. The passages examined in this book are important, but they are, in a sense, downstream of a more fundamental disagreement about how God speaks to human beings and through whom.

That deeper disagreement is not resolved by any argument in this book. What this book can do is clear away the linguistic and contextual errors that have accumulated in this debate on all sides, so that the deeper disagreement can be seen for what it actually is, a genuine theological difference between communities of serious faith, rather than a dispute that can be settled by a closer look at a Hebrew dictionary.

It is the author’s hope that readers of all three traditions will find in these pages a model of the kind of engagement they wish more of the world’s religious conversations looked like: rigorous without being contemptuous, honest without being unkind, and serious about the truth without pretending that one community has a monopoly on it.
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Chapter 1: Why the Question Matters
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1.1 The Theological Stakes

There are questions in religious scholarship that look, from the outside, like disputes about ancient texts. On closer examination, they turn out to be disputes about everything. The question of whether the Muhammad was foretold in the Bible is one of those questions.

At first glance, the debate seems to be about a handful of verses, a few Hebrew words, a Greek term in the Gospel of John, and the geography of the ancient Near East. Scholars argue about what a passage in Deuteronomy originally meant, whether a word in the Song of Solomon is a proper name or a common adjective, and whether a manuscript tradition has been faithfully preserved. Those are genuinely important scholarly questions. But underneath all of them lies something far more consequential: the question of where God’s final word to humanity is located. Is it in Jesus Christ, as Christianity insists? Is it in the Quran and the prophetic mission of Muhammad, as Islam teaches? Or does it reside in the Torah and the ongoing covenant between God and the people of Israel, as Jewish theology has maintained for millennia? A debate that seems to be about a few proof texts is, in reality, a debate about the whole of revelation itself.

For Muslims, the biblical prophecy question carries enormous theological weight. Islam teaches that Muhammad was not an innovation in the history of God’s dealings with humanity but the culmination of a prophetic sequence that began with Adam and ran through Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. The Quran presents this chain not as a human religious development but as a divinely ordered progression, with each prophet preparing the way for the one who followed. The culminating prophet was Muhammad, and the Quran insists that earlier scriptures pointed toward him. Surah 7:157 describes Muhammad as “the Messenger, the unlettered Prophet, whom they find written with them in the Torah and the Gospel” (Yusuf Ali translation). Surah 61:6 presents Jesus as announcing, “I am the messenger of Allah sent to you, confirming the Law which came before me, and giving glad tidings of a Messenger to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmad” (Yusuf Ali).

The covenant described in Surah 3:81 makes the stakes even clearer. The verse reads: “And remember, Allah took the Covenant of the Prophets, saying: ‘I give you a Book and Wisdom; then comes to you a Messenger, confirming what is with you; do ye believe in him and render him help.’ Allah said: ‘Do ye agree, and take this My Covenant as binding on you?’ They said: ‘We agree.’ He said: ‘Then bear witness, and I am with you among the witnesses’” (Yusuf Ali). Classical commentators, including Ibn Abbas, one of the companions of the Prophet and the earliest and most authoritative interpreter of the Quran, read this verse as establishing a binding obligation on all the previous prophets to acknowledge Muhammad. Ibn Kathir, writing in his Tafsir al-Quran al-Azim, explains that “Allah commanded each Prophet to take a pledge from his nation that if Muhammad were sent in their time, they would believe in and support him.” The implication is direct: if Moses and Jesus were true prophets, they would have announced Muhammad, and some trace of that announcement should be recoverable in the scriptures they left behind.

This is not a peripheral argument in Islamic theology. It is part of the core architecture of Islamic prophetology, the understanding of how revelation works across history and why the final revelation in the Quran supersedes and completes all that came before it. The presence of Muhammad in the biblical text would, for Muslim theology, serve as powerful external confirmation of the Quranic claim. The question therefore touches the very center of Islamic faith.

For Christians, the same question carries its own kind of weight, though from the opposite direction. Christian theology has understood the Hebrew scriptures as pointing forward to Jesus Christ, not to any subsequent figure. The prologue of the Gospel of John identifies Jesus as the eternal Word of God made flesh, the one through whom all things were made and in whom the fullness of divine revelation was embodied. The letter to the Hebrews opens with one of the most carefully crafted theological statements in the New Testament: “God, who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son, whom he hath appointed heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds” (Hebrews 1:1-2, KJV).

The phrase “in these last days” in this passage is not a casual temporal marker. It signals that with the coming of Christ, something definitive and unrepeatable has occurred in the history of revelation. The author of Hebrews is arguing that the prophetic word, which came in partial and fragmentary ways through Moses and the other prophets, has now been spoken fully and finally in the Son. Scholars of the letter to the Hebrews have observed that the text presents God’s revelation in his Son as both progressive and final: progressive in that it builds on and fulfills the Old Testament, and final in that it admits no further addition or improvement. If this is correct, then the claim that a new prophet arrived in the seventh century CE with a new and final message is not merely a historical claim to be evaluated on its merits. It is, for Christian theology, a contradiction of the fundamental structure of revelation as God himself established it in Jesus Christ.

The question of biblical prophecy therefore puts two complete theological systems in direct conflict. The Islamic claim is not that Muhammad is one more prophet among many who enriched the ongoing conversation of revelation, but that he is the final prophet, the one toward whom all previous prophecy pointed. The Christian claim is not that Jesus is one more step in an ongoing prophetic sequence, but that he is the Word of God in person, after whom no further revelatory figure is expected or possible. These two claims cannot both be right, and the biblical passages examined in this book are the contested ground on which this disagreement has historically been argued.

For Jews, the question has a different but equally serious dimension. When Muslim apologists cite Deuteronomy 18:18, Song of Solomon 5:16, Isaiah 42, or Deuteronomy 33:2 as pointing toward Muhammad, they are making claims about the meaning of texts that Jewish communities have read, studied, interpreted, and lived by for more than two thousand years. The Jewish perspective matters in this debate for several reasons. Jewish scholars have the oldest and most continuous interpretive relationship with the Hebrew Bible. Jewish interpretation of these texts predates both Christianity and Islam, and that interpretation has consistently understood the relevant passages as referring to Israelite prophets, to Israel itself, to the expected Messiah from the house of David, or to the ongoing covenant between God and the Jewish people. No major school of rabbinic interpretation has ever produced a reading that identified any of these passages with an Arabian prophet of the seventh century CE. This is not simply an argument from majority opinion; it is a reminder that before asking whether a passage predicts Muhammad, one has to reckon with the cumulative weight of the tradition in which that passage lives and breathes.

1.2 Historical Significance

The debate over whether Muhammad was foretold in the Bible is not a modern invention. It is one of the oldest sustained intellectual disputes in the history of the Abrahamic religions, and it has generated a literature that stretches from the eighth century CE to the present day.

The earliest surviving Christian engagement with Islam in written form comes from St. John of Damascus, who lived from approximately 676 to 749 CE and spent much of his life under Umayyad rule. John addressed Islam in his encyclopedic theological work, the Fount of Knowledge, specifically in a section on heresies where he classified the religion of the Ishmaelites as a new heresy derived in part from misreadings of the Old and New Testaments. One of John’s central criticisms was precisely the one that would echo through more than a thousand years of Christian-Muslim dialogue: Muhammad came without any prior prophetic witness. Moses had been attested by signs and wonders witnessed by the entire people of Israel. Jesus had been announced by John the Baptist and by the Hebrew prophets. But Muhammad appeared with no predecessor who had announced his coming, and no publicly witnessed miracle to authenticate his mission. For John of Damascus, this absence of prophetic testimony was not a minor procedural objection. The Mosaic standard for authenticating a prophet, laid down in Deuteronomy 18:15 to 22, required both that predictions come true and that the prophet speak in the name of YHWH. A prophet who arrived with no such attestation was, by the terms of the biblical tradition he claimed to fulfill, suspect from the outset.

On the Muslim side, the argument moved in precisely the opposite direction. Ibn Ishaq, who died in 767 CE and whose Sirat Rasul Allah (Life of the Messenger of God) is the oldest surviving biography of Muhammad in substantial form, made the claim that prophetic references to Muhammad could in fact be found in the biblical text. Ibn Ishaq included in his work a series of passages from what he described as the Torah and the Gospel, arguing that they described Muhammad by name, by characteristic, or by the circumstances of his mission. His handling of the Johannine Paraclete passages is particularly notable: modern scholars, including Stephen Burge writing in the Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, have observed that Ibn Ishaq rendered the Paraclete into Arabic from what appears to have been a Syriac source, using a word that reflects the Syriac mediation of the Greek rather than a direct Arabic equivalent of periklutos (praised), which later Muslim apologists would claim was the original reading. The details of Ibn Ishaq’s method are examined in Chapter 9. What matters here is the historical fact: the tradition of Muslim biblical interpretation is very old, and it was developed seriously by scholars who had genuine, if sometimes indirect, access to the biblical texts.

From these two starting points in the eighth century, the tradition of Muslim-Christian debate about biblical prophecy developed along parallel and frequently intersecting tracks. On the Christian side, figures such as the Nestorian Patriarch Timothy I, who engaged in a famous dialogue with the Abbasid Caliph al-Mahdi around 781 to 782 CE, navigated the question with remarkable pastoral and intellectual care. Timothy did not dismiss the question of Muhammad’s prophethood out of hand; he acknowledged that Muhammad had accomplished certain things consistent with prophetic activity, while maintaining that the specific biblical prophecy claims did not hold up under examination. This willingness to engage rather than simply dismiss would characterize the best of medieval Christian-Muslim intellectual exchange.

On the Muslim side, the tradition became more systematic over time. Ibn Hazm of Cordoba (November 994 to August 15, 1064) was one of the most brilliant and combative intellects of medieval Islamic thought, a polymath who wrote on jurisprudence, theology, philosophy, and literary theory. His engagement with the biblical texts was extensive and, by the standards of his time, unusually informed. He argued that the Bible as it stood in the eleventh century could not be the original scripture given to Moses and Jesus precisely because it did not more clearly announce Muhammad, and he developed the doctrine of textual corruption (tahrif) more sharply than earlier Muslim writers had done. Al-Qurtubi (1214 to 1273), writing in his great Quranic commentary al-Jami li-Ahkam al-Quran, continued and deepened this tradition of Islamic engagement with the biblical text.

In the modern period, the debate has taken on new dimensions thanks to mass communication and the availability of biblical texts in Arabic and English translation. Ahmed Deedat (1918 to 2005), the South African Muslim scholar and public debater, reached a global audience through his pamphlets, lecture tours, and eventually video recordings with arguments that Muhammad was predicted in Deuteronomy, Isaiah, and the Gospel of John. His work was enormously influential in popularizing the Islamic prophetic claim argument and brought it to audiences far beyond the traditional scholarly circles in which it had previously circulated. Zakir Naik, born in 1965, has continued and amplified this tradition, reaching an audience of many millions through television and digital platforms. Whatever the scholarly limitations of the popular apologetic tradition they represent, the social and theological significance of their work is real, and the arguments they have promoted deserve rigorous engagement rather than dismissal.

This book stands in the long tradition of that engagement. It does not pretend that the questions are easy, or that they can be settled by a single observation or a single linguistic argument. It does try to engage each argument at the level of depth it deserves, drawing on the primary sources of each tradition and on the tools of contemporary historical and linguistic scholarship.

1.3 Methodology

Scholarly integrity in a work of this kind depends not on the neutrality of the investigator but on the consistency of the method. No human being approaches questions about God, scripture, and prophecy from a position of perfect detachment. What is possible, and what this book attempts, is the consistent application of the same standards of evidence and argument to every position under examination.

The method applied throughout this book rests on four interlocking approaches, each of which is essential on its own and each of which gains depth from its relationship to the others.

The first is historical-critical analysis. The historical-critical method, as it has developed in biblical studies over the last three centuries, aims at recovering the meaning of a text in its original compositional context. This means asking who wrote a passage, when, for what audience, in what literary genre, and with what relationship to the wider body of literature in which it is embedded. The method does not assume that the historical meaning is the only meaning a text can carry, but it insists that the historical meaning is the necessary starting point for any serious interpretation. A passage cannot be said to predict a seventh-century figure if there is strong evidence that it was composed in the sixth century BCE for an audience with no knowledge of or concern for seventh-century Arabian affairs. Conversely, a passage that was composed in anticipation of a future figure cannot be treated as though it were merely a description of past events. Historical-critical analysis is applied in this book to every passage under examination, and its findings are reported regardless of which tradition they favor.

The second is linguistic analysis. The prophetic claims examined in this book are, almost without exception, claims about what specific words in Hebrew or Greek mean. The Islamic argument for Muhammad in Deuteronomy 18:18 rests on the meaning of the Hebrew word ach (brother). The Islamic argument for Muhammad in Song of Solomon 5:16 rests on whether the Hebrew word machamadim functions as a proper name or a common adjective. The Islamic argument for Muhammad in John 14 to 16 rests on whether the Greek word parakletos (comforter or advocate) might have originally been periklutos (praised one). Each of these claims requires detailed examination of the Hebrew and Greek words in question, in their grammatical contexts and in comparison with the other uses of the same words elsewhere in the biblical text. This book provides that analysis for each passage, drawing on the primary languages throughout.

The third is canonical-contextual reading. A passage does not exist in isolation. It exists within a book, within a collection of books, within a wider canonical tradition that has accumulated interpretive meaning over centuries. The Servant Songs of Isaiah cannot be responsibly read by treating Isaiah 42 as though it existed without Isaiah 49, 50, 52, and 53. The Paraclete passages of John 14 to 16 cannot be understood without the full context of Jesus’ Farewell Discourse in John 13 to 17. Deuteronomy 18:18 cannot be read without Deuteronomy 34:10 to 12, which provides the retrospective interpretive framework for understanding what the promise of a prophet like Moses meant. This book consistently reads each passage in its canonical context, resisting the selective quotation that characterizes much apologetic writing on all sides of this debate.

The fourth is comparative tradition analysis. Each of the three traditions engaged in this book, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, has a long history of reading these texts, and that history is itself evidence of what the texts have been understood to mean by communities living within close relationship to them. The fact that not a single major school of rabbinic interpretation has ever read Deuteronomy 18:18 as a prediction of Muhammad is a datum that must be reckoned with. The fact that the New Testament explicitly applies Deuteronomy 18:18 to Jesus in Acts 3:22 and 7:37 is equally a datum that must be taken seriously. The fact that the earliest Muslim interpreters, including Ibn Ishaq, worked with the biblical texts in ways that differ in important respects from the later Islamic apologetic tradition is also significant. These historical patterns of interpretation are not treated as final authorities in this book, but they are treated as serious evidence.

These four methods are applied, without exception, to every passage examined. This consistency is not a procedural courtesy. It is the foundation of the book’s credibility. An argument that applies rigorous historical-critical analysis to the Islamic interpretation of a passage but gives the Christian interpretation a free pass from the same scrutiny is not a work of scholarship. It is an exercise in confirmation.

1.4 Respectful Theological Disagreement

There is a temptation, in works of comparative theology and religious apologetics, to mistake vigorous disagreement for disrespect. This book tries to resist that temptation on every page, while being equally clear that the opposite error, mistaking false agreement for respect, would be a graver failure.

Genuine respect for another tradition means engaging it seriously. It means learning its strongest arguments well enough to represent them fairly before responding to them. It means acknowledging the places where one’s own tradition has been intellectually careless or historically unkind. It means being honest about the places where the evidence genuinely runs in the other tradition’s favor, even in the context of an overall disagreement. And it means trusting that the scholars and believers of other traditions are capable of hearing an honest disagreement without needing it to be softened into meaninglessness.

The communities engaged in this debate are serious ones. Islam is a tradition that produced, in its first six centuries alone, some of the most sophisticated philosophy, jurisprudence, and theology in world history. The scholars who developed the argument that Muhammad was predicted in the Bible were not naive readers. They were, in many cases, learned in the biblical languages, familiar with the range of Jewish and Christian interpretations, and responding with genuine intellectual engagement to the scriptural questions their communities faced. To disagree with their conclusions is not to impugn their intelligence or their sincerity. It is simply to argue, on the basis of the evidence, that they were wrong.

By the same token, the Christian tradition has not always engaged the Islamic prophetic claims with the care they deserve. Popular Christian polemic against Islam has sometimes been characterized by caricature, by the selective citation of Islamic sources, and by a refusal to apply to Christian arguments the same critical standards applied to Muslim ones. Some Christian writers have presented the Islamic position in its weakest form and then celebrated having refuted it. This book tries to do the opposite throughout.

The Jewish tradition, for its part, has sometimes been overlooked in the Christian-Muslim conversation, as though the debate were a bilateral affair. It is not. Jewish interpretation of the Hebrew Bible has its own integrity and its own long history, and on many of the specific passages examined in this book, the Jewish scholarly tradition produces important evidence that neither Christian nor Muslim interpreters can afford to ignore.

What makes genuine theological disagreement possible, and what distinguishes it from mere polemic, is a shared commitment to evidence. All three traditions examined in this book recognize, in their own ways, that truth is not merely what a community decides to believe. They each maintain that there is a reality to which their scriptures, their traditions, and their arguments are accountable. It is on the basis of that shared, if variously articulated, commitment to truth that this investigation proceeds. The disagreements that follow in the chapters ahead are not failures of goodwill. They are the honest outcome of examining the evidence as carefully as it can be examined and reporting what the evidence shows.

The investigation begins, as it must, with the question of what prophecy is.
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Chapter 2: The Landscape of the Debate
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2.1 The Islamic Claim in Its Own Words

Any fair examination of the Islamic case for Muhammad’s presence in the Bible must begin with the Islamic claim as Muslims themselves have articulated it, in their own scriptures, through their own exegetical tradition, and using the full weight of their scholarly inheritance. To begin elsewhere, to start with the Christian rebuttal or the Jewish objection, would be to prejudge the case before the evidence has been heard. This chapter presents the Islamic argument in its strongest form, drawing on the Quranic text and on the classical commentaries that have defined how Muslims have understood that text.

The Quranic foundation for the claim rests on three passages above all others. They are worth reading carefully, because the argument built on them is significant and the passages themselves are precise.

The first is Surah 7:157, from the chapter known as Al-A’raf (The Heights). The verse reads, in the Yusuf Ali translation: “Those who follow the Messenger, the unlettered Prophet, whom they find mentioned in their own scriptures, in the Torah and the Gospel; for he commands them what is just and forbids them what is evil; he allows them as lawful what is good and pure and prohibits them from what is bad and impure; he releases them from their heavy burdens and from the yokes that are upon them.” The phrase “whom they find mentioned in their own scriptures” is the engine of the argument. The Arabic is yajidunahu maktooban indahum (يَجِدُونَهُ مَكْتُوبًا عِندَهُمْ), which translates literally as “they find him written with them.” The present tense of the verb implies an ongoing finding, and the word maktooban (written) implies a textual location. The verse does not say that Muhammad was once in the scriptures and has since been removed. It says that those who have the Torah and the Gospel find him written there.

Mawdudi, commenting on this verse in his Tafhim al-Quran, notes that the expression implies that the description of Muhammad was genuinely present in the biblical text, available to those who read with honest eyes. Ibn Kathir, in his Tafsir al-Quran al-Azim, references this verse in his discussion of Deuteronomy 18:18 and John 14:16, treating both passages as belonging to the category of scriptural evidence for Muhammad’s mission. The specific passages to which these verses are held to refer become, in this light, not merely academic curiosities but articles of faith.

The second key verse is Surah 61:6, from the chapter called Al-Saff (The Ranks). In the Yusuf Ali translation, the verse reads: “And remember, Jesus, the son of Mary, said: ‘O Children of Israel! I am the messenger of Allah sent to you, confirming the Law which came before me, and giving glad tidings of a Messenger to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmad.’” The name Ahmad (أَحْمَد) is significant. It derives from the Arabic root h-m-d (ح-م-د), meaning praise, and is grammatically a comparative form meaning “more praised” or “most praised.” The name Muhammad (مُحَمَّد) is derived from the same root and means “praised one” or “the one who is praised.” Classical Islamic scholarship has treated Ahmad and Muhammad as different forms of the same essential name, both expressing the quality of praise.

The identification of the “Ahmad” of Surah 61:6 with the Paraclete passages of John 14 to 16 became, over time, the most detailed and sustained argument in the Islamic tradition. The Greek word parakletos (advocate or comforter) sounds nothing like Ahmad, but the Greek word periklutos (praised one or celebrated one) has an approximate phonetic relationship to the Arabic root h-m-d from which Ahmad is derived. Muslim apologists have therefore argued that the original word in the Gospel of John was periklutos, that Jesus spoke of a coming figure by a name meaning “praised one,” and that the current Greek manuscripts, which uniformly read parakletos, represent a subsequent textual alteration. The full examination of this argument is reserved for Chapter 9, but its Quranic origin is here: Surah 61:6 is the text from which the entire Periklutos argument flows.

The third foundational verse is Surah 3:81, already cited in Chapter 1 in its Yusuf Ali rendering. This verse describes a primordial covenant in which God bound all the prophets to acknowledge a coming messenger greater than themselves and to support him. The verse does not name Muhammad explicitly, but classical exegesis has consistently identified the unnamed messenger of the covenant as Muhammad. Al-Tabari, in his Jami al-Bayan an Ta’wil Ay al-Quran, which remains one of the earliest and most authoritative works of Quranic interpretation, treats this verse as establishing an absolute obligation on Moses and Jesus in particular to have testified to Muhammad’s coming. If they were true prophets, al-Tabari’s reasoning implies, they would have fulfilled this obligation, and some trace of that testimony should remain in the texts attributed to them.

Ibn Kathir, writing in the fourteenth century, draws together all three verses and adds a further claim: that the biblical text, in its original form, described Muhammad so clearly that any honest Jew or Christian who read it would recognize the Prophet immediately. The implication is that the failure of the majority of Jews and Christians to make this recognition is attributable either to willful blindness or to the fact that the texts available to them have been changed. This logic leads directly into the doctrine examined in the next section.

2.2 The Doctrine of Tahrif

The doctrine of tahrif is not incidental to the Islamic prophetic claim. It is the claim’s structural backbone. Without it, the entire argument is exposed to a straightforward and devastating objection: if Muhammad was foretold in the Bible, why does the Bible not clearly say so? The doctrine of tahrif is the answer that Islamic theology developed to this question, and it deserves careful examination because it is both more complex and more contested within the Islamic tradition than popular presentations of the argument usually acknowledge.

The word tahrif (تَحْرِيف) is derived from the Arabic root h-r-f (ح-ر-ف), which conveys the idea of turning something aside from its proper direction, inclining it, or deflecting it from its course. In the context of the scriptures, it has been used to mean at least two distinct things, and the failure to distinguish between them has generated considerable confusion in the literature on both sides of the debate.

The first and more radical meaning is tahrif al-nass, textual corruption. This is the claim that the scribes, rabbis, priests, or monks who transmitted the Jewish and Christian scriptures physically altered the text, inserting words, deleting passages, and substituting one reading for another in order to remove references to Muhammad and to undermine the authority of the Islamic message. This is the version of tahrif that became dominant in popular Islamic apologetics from at least the eleventh century onward, and it is the version most widely associated with the doctrine in Muslim-Christian dialogue today.

The second and more restrained meaning is tahrif al-mana, corruption of meaning. This refers not to the physical alteration of the scriptural text but to its deliberate misinterpretation: the text remains intact, but it has been read tendentiously, selectively, or in bad faith, so that its true import has been concealed. On this reading, the passages that refer to Muhammad are still in the Bible, but they have been systematically misread by communities unwilling to follow where the text actually leads.

The distinction matters enormously for the prophetic claim argument. If tahrif al-nass is the correct understanding, then the prophetic passages have been physically removed, and the absence of clear predictions of Muhammad in the current biblical text is explained by this removal. But this version of tahrif has a serious problem: it makes the entire argument unfalsifiable. If every passage that fails to predict Muhammad can be attributed to corruption, and every passage that seems to predict him can be cited as evidence of his mission, then the argument can never be refuted by evidence from the text. It is a closed circle. Furthermore, as the scholar W. Montgomery Watt observed in his work on Muslim-Christian encounters, the Quranic language on this subject does not straightforwardly support the tahrif al-nass claim.

Watt’s observation, and the similar analysis offered by Mahmud Ayoub, centers on the Quranic verb yuharrifuna. The relevant Quranic passages, including Surah 4:46 (“Of the Jews there are those who displace words from their right places”), Surah 5:13 (“they change the words from their right places”), and Surah 2:75 (“a party of them heard the Word of Allah and perverted it knowingly”), all use active verbal forms that most naturally describe a contemporaneous and ongoing practice of misquotation or misinterpretation, particularly in oral recitation. Ayoub has argued that the Quranic usage is better read as describing the distortion of meaning in oral transmission or in polemical argument, not the physical alteration of written manuscripts.

The historical record within the Islamic tradition itself reinforces this more cautious interpretation. An important pattern in early Islamic engagement with the Bible is that the early writers did not treat the physical text as corrupt. They cited it. They argued




2.3 Overview of Biblical Passages Examined








2.4 Errors to Avoid on All Sides
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