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FOREWORD

The eminent French Islamicist Louis Massignon (1883–1962) 
once said of the Qur’an that in his estimation one could rightfully 
think of the Islamic scripture as ‘a truncated, Arabic edition of the 
Bible’. He went on to say that in his view ‘The Qur’an would be 
to the Bible what Ishmael was to Isaac.’1 In fact, even a cursory 
reading of the Qur’an reveals its presumption that its audience 
is familiar with the scriptures of the Jews and the Christians, the 
Torah, the Prophets, the Psalms and the Gospels. What is more, 
the text discloses a familiarity with a wide range of Jewish and 
Christian lore, faith and practice. The Qur’an summons Jews, 
Christians and others to right faith in the one God, the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, the prophets, and Jesus, the Messiah, the 
‘son of Mary’; it critiques what it takes to be excesses in the faith 
and practice of the ‘People of the Book’, ‘Scripture People’ (Sūrat 
al-Nisā/The Women 171).

There has been much scholarly discussion over the years about 
the identities of the Jewish and Christian groups whose doctrines 
and practices the Qur’an criticizes, or otherwise refers to. On 
the basis of their analyses of individual passages, some scholars 
have postulated the presence of one or another Jewish Christian 
community (Ebionites, Elchasaites or Nazoreans) in the milieu 
of the Qur’an, whose distinctive doctrines they think are discern-
ible in particular passages of the Islamic scripture. Other schol-
ars have proposed that the Qur’an’s interactions with Christians 
were with the mostly Syriac-speaking, mainline communities of 
the early seventh century (Melkites, Jacobites, Nestorians) and 
they search for clues to which group’s distinctive doctrines or 
1 Louis Massignon, Les trois prières d’Abraham (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1999), 
p. 6.
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x The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

practices may still be disclosed from behind the text’s highly allu-
sive language. So far few scholars have considered these matters 
from the Qur’an’s own point of view. Rather, they have brought 
their presuppositions about the text’s indebtedness to pre-existent 
narratives to their readings of selected passages, seemingly with-
out suspecting that the Qur’an may not intend so much to report 
or transmit earlier discourses as to comment on and critique the 
views of the ‘People of the Book’ or others in its own rhetorical 
style and within the horizons of its own concerns.

Perhaps no passage in the Qur’an has received more attention 
from scholars looking for the Islamic scripture’s putative sources 
than Sūrat al-Nisā 157–8. On the face of it, the text says of the 
‘People of the Book’, in this instance the Jews, that, in spite of their 
allegation to the contrary, ‘they neither killed nor crucified’ the 
Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, and the Messenger of God. Rather, 
says the Qur’an, in a still puzzling Arabic phrase that has continued 
to draw the attention of commentators, shubbiha lahum; and the 
text goes on to say they did not kill him, ‘God raised him up.’ The 
puzzling phrase has been variously taken to mean something like 
‘it seemed so to them’, or that ‘a likeness was produced for them’, 
readings that, while they are dictated by the root sense of the words, 
nevertheless leave the meaning as elusive as ever. Muslim scholars 
have had much to say about the appropriate way to interpret this 
passage; many have taken it to mean that Jesus Christ in fact did 
not die on the cross. Some Muslim and many non-Muslim schol-
ars have busied themselves in searching for pre-Islamic, Christian 
sources that they think might lurk behind the difficult Arabic phrase 
just quoted, in which they have hoped to discern the influence of 
some group of Christian Docetists on the phrasing of shubbiha 
lahum, whose supposed presence in the Arabic-speaking milieu of 
the Qur’an might explain the sense of the puzzling language, sug-
gesting that it means that Jesus Christ was only apparently cruci-
fied and that the Qur’an reflects these Docetists’ understanding of 
the matter. From another point of view, one that presumes that the 
Qur’an refers to the pre-existing scriptures of the ‘People of the 
Book’, one enterprising commentator, whose suggestion has sel-
dom been noticed, proposed that the obscure phrase includes ‘an 
unconscious memory’ on the Qur’an’s part of a verse in St Paul’s 
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Foreword xi

Epistle to the Philippians, where the apostle speaks of Jesus and 
says of him that, ‘being in the form of God’, he was nevertheless 
‘made in the likeness of men’ (Philippians 2:7).2

The problem with most of the suggestions about how to read 
and understand puzzling phrases in the Qur’an like the one in the 
passage under discussion here is that the interpretive focus has 
often been too narrow, confining attention to the immediate con-
text of the troubling words and phrases and imagining a solution, 
either grammatical, lexical or historical, without taking a wider 
Qur’anic context into account, or a wider historical frame of ref-
erence, for that matter, or failing to find comparable phraseology 
in some alleged, non-Islamic source. 

Finally, in this very welcome study, Todd Lawson brings the 
matter of the Qur’an’s references to what the ‘People of the Book’ 
say about the crucifixion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
into the wider framework of the testimony of the whole Qur’an 
about Jesus the son of Mary. What is more, Lawson pays close 
attention to the full range of understandings about the ‘taking up’ 
of Jesus, be it during his life or after his death, to be found in 
the works of the Muslim commentators on the Qur’an over the 
centuries. In this way he makes it clear that what is at stake in the 
discussion of the issue of the Qur’an’s view of the crucifixion 
and/or the death of Jesus the Messiah is not just a matter of the 
right understanding of a particular Qur’anic phrase and its pre-
sumed historical background. Rather, one must consider the topic 
against the background of the entire Christology of the Qur’an, 
and indeed in view of the multiple Christologies of Islamic tradi-
tion. For the fact of the matter is that there is no simple solution to 
the famous crux interpretum of the shubbiha lahum. But there is a 
wide and wonderful range of theological thinking about Jesus, his 
life, his mission and his eschatological role in Islamic thinking. 
And it is into this whole narrative that Todd Lawson’s work brings 
the discussion about the crucifixion of Jesus.

   Sidney H. Griffith
Institute of Christian Oriental Research

2 See R.C. Zaehner, At Sundry Times: An Essay in the Comparison of Religions 
(London: Faber & Faber, 1958), p. 211.
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INTRODUCTION

THEY DID NOT KILL HIM AND THEY DID NOT CRUCIFY HIM, RATHER, 
IT ONLY APPEARED SO TO THEM. (Qur’an 4:157)

wa-mā qatalūhu wa-mā s.alabūhu wa-lākin shubbiha lahum

This is the only verse in the Qur’an that mentions the crucifixion 
of Jesus. It has largely been understood both by Muslims and, in 
some ways more interestingly, by Christians as a denial of the his-
torical and, to many, irrefutable ‘fact’ of the crucifixion of Jesus. 
Obviously, such a doctrinal position serves as a great obstacle 
separating Muslims and Christians on the grounds of belief. But, 
more importantly, such belief frankly serves to diminish Islam in 
the eyes of Christians and so-called ‘Westerners’ whose cultural 
identity is bound up, whether they are believers or not, with the 
axiomatic and unquestionable ‘myth’ of the death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus.

This book demonstrates that Muslim teaching, just like 
Christian teaching, on the life and ministry of Jesus is by no 
means consistent or monolithic. When it comes to the topic at 
hand, the understanding of the Qur’anic verse that mentions 
the crucifixion, it will be demonstrated that there are numerous 
forces at work at various levels of the Islamic learned tradition 
that impinge upon the hermeneutic culture out of which doctrine 
may be thought to have arisen and endured.
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2 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

The uninitiated scholar or interested reader is likely to regard 
this standard Muslim teaching about Jesus with some surprise and 
bemusement. By far the vast majority of the followers of Islam 
hold that Jesus in fact was not crucified, but remains alive ‘with 
God’ in a spiritual realm from where he will descend at the end of 
time in an Islamic version of the Second Coming.

But, as will be seen in the following pages, any number of 
readers – Muslim or not – could read and have read the same verse 
without coming to this conclusion. If, for example, the reader were 
a follower of one of earliest Christian heresies, Docetism, they 
would in fact be able to agree completely with this statement.1 
‘Docetism’ is a word that comes from the Greek verb dokeō (‘to 
seem’) or noun dokesis (‘appearance’). It refers to a Christological 
tendency evident in emergent Christianity from the late first/early 
second century CE. For example, a form of Docetism is combated 
in the Johannine literature of the New Testament (e.g. John 1:14, 
1 John 4:2–3 and 2 John 7). The term is used in a variety of ways 
from apostolic times and later by the Fathers of the Church. One 
of its usages is to describe a view that held that Jesus did not 
suffer on the cross, but only appeared to do so. An apocryphal 
gospel, The Acts of John, offers the following Docetic account of 
the crucifixion: 

After the Lord had so danced with us, my beloved, he went out. 
And we were like men amazed or fast asleep, and we fled this 
way and that. And so I saw him suffer, and did not wait by his 
suffering, but fled to the Mount of Olives and wept at what had 
come to pass. And when he was hung (upon the Cross) on Friday, 
at the sixth hour of the day there came a darkness over the whole 
earth. And my Lord stood in the middle of the cave and gave 
light to it and said, ‘John, for the people below in Jerusalem I 

 1 See the recent excellent discussion by Ronnie Goldstein and Guy G. Stroumsa, 
who draw attention to the likely origins of this ‘heresy’ in Jewish and Hellenic 
sources. In the course of this article the authors draw attention to the methodolological 
hazards of confl ating Docetism with the rather elusive category of gnosticism: ‘The 
Greek and Jewish Origins of Docetism: A New Proposal’, Zeitschrift für Antikes 
Christentum, 10(3), 2007, pp. 423–41. My thanks to Dr Stephen Lambden of the 
University of Ohio for drawing my attention to this article. 

Intro.indd   2Intro.indd   2 12/2/2008   1:38:42 PM12/2/2008   1:38:42 PM



Introduction 3

am being crucified and pierced with lances and reeds and given 
vinegar and gall to drink. But to you I am speaking, and listen to 
what I speak.’2

Docetism was a feature of a welter of Christologies current in 
the first several centuries of the Common Era that influenced the 
form of the Christianity which would eventually emerge as ortho-
doxy. A complex phenomenon, Docetism might be considered to 
have been a reaction to the notion of patripassianism, that God 
himself could suffer death through crucifixion. As such, it was 
connected to the great Christological debates that discussed the 
nature of Jesus: Was he fully human? Was he fully God? Was he 
half human? Was he half God? The defining consensus emerged 
at the famous Council of Nicea in 325 CE with the dogma: Fully 
God and Fully Human (incidentally, a classic, textbook example 
of the kind of coincidentia oppositorum that energizes much of 
religious thought). In any case, the Docetic view has a long his-
tory in Christianity and it holds that what was seen crucified on 
the cross was just an image: a phantom, not the real Jesus or per-
haps even a substitute. In the following pages we will be using the 
term ‘Docetic’ in two distinct ways. The first may be called ‘lit-
eral Docetism’. This refers to the belief found in some Christian 
heresies and the earliest Qur’anic exegesis that while there was 
indeed a crucifixion, the one who was crucified was only under-
stood (wrongly) to be Jesus. In reality it was another person alto-
gether, one upon whom the image of Jesus had been miraculously 
cast or one who was mistakenly thought to be Jesus. An early 
example of this type is found in the apocryphal Apocalypse of 
Peter, as noted by one of the foremost scholars of the Islamic 
Jesus writing today. Robinson offers the opinion that, based on 
this early Christian text, it may be possible to conclude that the 
Muslim exegetes who interpreted the verse as indicating there 
was an actual substitute for Jesus may have indeed interpreted the 

 2 The Acts of John 97 in Edgar Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha, ed. W. 
Schneemelcher, trans. A.J.B. Higgins et al., ed. R.McL. Wilson, 2 vols (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press), vol. 2, pp. 232–3. See Henry Corbin’s discussion of this passage 
in connection with a reading of Q. 4:157 in Cyclical Time and Ismaili Gnosis, trans. 
Ralph Manheim (London: Kegan Paul International in Association with Islamic 
Publications), pp. 71–4, 105–7.

Intro.indd   3Intro.indd   3 12/2/2008   1:38:42 PM12/2/2008   1:38:42 PM



4 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

verse ‘correctly’.3 The second way in which the term ‘Docetic’ 
may be used is as ‘figurative Docetism’. Here the ‘appearance’ 
refers to the body of Jesus, which was certainly crucified, as dis-
tinct from his spiritual and eternal reality that, by its very nature, is 
invulnerable to suffering and death. It is this figurative Docetism 
that is evident in the story of the mystic/martyr hero Mans.ūr ibn 
al-H. allāj (d. 309/922). According to none other than Abū H. āmid 
al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111), al-H. allāj, as he was being crucified in 
Baghdad for his various sins, uttered our problematic verse from 
the gibbet: ‘They did not kill him and they did not crucify him, 
it only appeared so to them.’4 We are to understand from this 
account that al-H. allāj understood the verse to mean, in the case 
of both Jesus and himself, that it was only the human element and 
not the divine that was crucified.5

As Henry Corbin repeatedly pointed out many years ago, 
we can see how the above Qur’an verse (4:157) may be read 
perfectly in line with this early and apparently widespread 
Christian perspective.6 

Finally, the Qur’an (4:157) is resolutely ‘docetist’: Christ did not 
die on the cross; God raised him up unto Himself, for men did not 
have the power to kill the Word of God (Kalām Allāh), the Spirit of 
God (R.ūh Allāh). But men had the illusion that they killed him.7

 3 Neal Robinson, ‘Crucifi xion’, in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed. J.D. 
McAuliffe, vol. 1 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2001), pp. 487–9. See also Heribert Busse, 
Islam, Judaism, and Christianity: Theological and Historical Affi liations, trans. 
Allison Brown (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener, 1998), p. 136.
 4 Abū H. āmid al-Ghazālī, al-Mustaz. hirī, in Ignaz Goldziher, Streitschrift des 
Ġazālī gegen die Bāt. inijja-Sekte (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1916), p. 30, l.8 ff. Indeed, 
as will be seen in Chapter Three, al-Ghazālī himself seems to have adopted this 
understanding of 4:157.
 5 Louis Massignon, ‘Le Christ dans les évangiles selon Ghazali’, Revue des études 
Islamiques, 6, 1932, p. 532, also draws attention to the alternative interpretation 
of shubbiha lahum (however grammatically problematic) found in Abū H. ayyān’s 
tafsīr which reads this as an allusion to the metamorphosis of the impious Jews into 
apes (cf. Q. 3:30).
 6 Henry Corbin, ‘L’Ismaélisme et le symbole de la Croix’, La Table Ronde, 120, 
1957, pp. 122–34. 
 7 Henry Corbin, ‘Comparative Spiritual Hermeneutics’, in Swedenborg and 
Esoteric Islam, trans. Leonard Fox (West Chester, PA: Swedenborg Foundation, 
1999); fi rst published as ‘Herméneutique spirituelle comparée’, in Face de Dieu, 
face de l’homme (Paris: Flammarion, 1984), p. 130.
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Introduction 5

Indeed, the following quotation from the celebrated Lives of the 
Prophets by the Sunni exegete al-Tha‘labī (d. 427/1035) would 
appear to be a striking example:

When he who was like Jesus was crucified, there came Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, and a woman for whom he had prayed and whom 
he had cured of devils, weeping over the crucified one. But Jesus 
came to them and said, ‘For whom are you weeping?’ ‘For you,’ 
they answered. ‘But God has raised me up and nothing but good 
has befallen me. This person was but a likeness for them.’8

But even if our reader were not an actual, out and out Docete 
(if such an identity may be conceptualized), and was merely a 
believing Christian, it is not likely that reading the above verse – 
isolated from the early, formative Muslim exegesis – would neces-
sarily cause much alarm. Apart from the Johannine texts referred 
to above, there are many other passages in the New Testament 
that are susceptible of such a reading. One that comes very close 
to paralleling the Qur’anic language in 4:157–8 is found in the 
hymn embedded in Philippians 2:5–11, cited by Gardner as an 
example of the traces of the dispute with Docetism remaining in 
the Bible:

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality 
with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the 
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being 
found in human form he humbled himself and became obedi-
ent unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly 
exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every 
other name.9

 8 William Brinner (trans.), ‘Arā’is al-Majālis … al-Tha‘labī (Leiden, E.J. 
Brill, 2002), p. 671. See also Heribert Busse, ‘Jesu Errettung vom Kreuz in der 
Islamischen Koranexegese von Sure 4:157’, Oriens, 36, 2001, pp. 160–95, esp. pp. 
186–9.
 9 Philippians 2:5–9 (The New Oxford Annotated Bible); cf. Iain Gardner, 
‘Docetism’, in Encyclopedia of Religion, 2nd edn, ed. Lindsay Jones (Detroit: 
Macmillan, 2005), vol. 4, p. 2381. Cf. also the reference to Zaehner’s citation of 
Philippians 2:7 as a parallel to Q. 4:157 in Sidney Griffi th’s preface to the present 
work.
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6 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

As we will see below in Chapter Three, the Isma‘ili scholars of 
the tenth and eleventh centuries saw perfect harmony between 
this Qur’anic verse and the Gospels, as for example when Jesus 
instructed his followers to fear not the one who can kill the body 
but fear the one who can kill both the body and the soul. Thus it is 
equally possible to state that these Muslim exegetes may also have 
been ‘correct’. Such a Docetic reading may, in fact, be behind the 
following brief Nus.ayrī catechism:

Question 75: Was Christ crucified and killed as the Christians 
say in their account of him?

Answer: Know that there is no truth in that, for the Jews 
(Q. 4:157–8) ‘did not slay him, neither crucified him, only a like-
ness of that was shown to them … But God raised him up to 
Him’ as God says (Q. 3:169) ‘Count not those who were slain 
in God’s way as dead, but rather living with the Lord, by him 
provided.’10

As we will see, the Nus.ayrīs are not the only Muslim readers of 
the Qur’an to read Q. 4:157–8 in the light of Q. 3:169. Ultimately, 
in the Qur’an what the ‘uninitiated’ call death is quite illusory. 
And this would appear to be the chief message of this verse. That 
such a message is capable of being conveyed in a variety of forms 
is one of the factors at work in the vast array of exegetical and 
other literature on this problem. It may even be read in the recent 
observation by the contemporary Muslim scholar Farid Esack, 
who offers a distinctive translation of Q. 4:157 in observing that 
‘Muslims in general deny the crucifixion although the Qur’an 
merely states: THEY DID NOT SLAY HIM, NEITHER DID THEY CRUCIFY 
HIM, BUT IT ONLY SEEMED TO THEM AS IF IT HAD BEEN SO.’11

This book is the first extended study of the problem in which 
such an understanding of the verse by Muslims is taken seriously. 
Undoubtedly, one of the reasons such material has been ignored 
in the context of this problem has to do with what we now know 

 10 Meir M. Bar-Asher & Aryeh Kofsky, The Nus.ayrī-‘Alawī Religion: An Enquiry 
into Its Theology and Liturgy (Leiden/Boston: E.J. Brill, 2002), p. 191.
 11 Farid Esack, The Qur’an: A User’s Guide (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), p. 155 
(emphasis added).
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Introduction 7

are unsuitable categories – especially in the case of Islam – of 
‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heterodoxy’ as methodological guides in reli-
gious studies. In the past, in many scholarly circles, it was felt that 
‘real (cf. orthodox) Islam’, which was naturally the most popu-
lous Islam, is what we should be studying. Whatever the ‘real 
Islam’ might be, we now know that the majoritarian version of 
Islam, that is to say Sunni Islam, represents a consolidation of 
doctrines and positions that were worked out over time and in 
discussion, sometimes heated, sometimes not, with alternative 
views of what ‘real Islam’ was. However much it is obviously 
true that the authors of the Shi‘i material studied here represented 
either marginal groups or a group that would, through historical 
and political developments, be reduced to marginality, it is none-
theless the case that their voices were very much part of the debate 
which issued in what we now distinguish as ‘Sunni Islam’. What 
they have to say gives us an insight into not only the formation 
of doctrine but the nature of the greater community of Muslims, 
the umma, at a specific time in its development. It shows us how 
things can and do change.

A factor that is frequently overlooked in discussions of the 
crucifixion is the history of the ‘negative interpretation’ – that 
is to say, the interpretation that holds that the Qur’an in 4:157 
actually denies the historicity of the crucifixion of Jesus. It is 
important to recognize that the earliest textual evidence for such 
an interpretation is not Muslim at all; rather it is from the pen of 
none other than the last great Church Father, John of Damascus 
(d. 749).12 This fact has also not been sufficiently noticed in 
previous studies.13 It is not entirely clear that John ‘knew that 

 12 For the argument that Christians knew that Muslims themselves were interpreting 
the Qur’an as denying the crucifi xion already early in the eighth century, see Mark 
N. Swanson, ‘Folly to the H. unafā’: The Crucifi xion in Early Christian–Muslim 
Controversy’, in The Encounter of Eastern Christianity with Early Islam, ed. E. 
Grypeou, M. Swanson and D. Thomas (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2006), pp. 237–56.
 13 Neal Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1991), pp. 106–7. Here the author refers to the interpretation of 
John of Damascus as ‘one of the earliest extant Christian writings to contain a 
reference to … the crucifi xion’. But not only is it the earliest Christian writing, it 
is the earliest written interpretation of the verse by anyone, regardless of religious 
confession. 
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8 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

Muslims denied that Jesus had been crucified’.14 Indeed, it is 
equally possible that John was offering his own original exegesis 
of the verse in order to present Islam to his audience as yet another 
heresy that in this instance offered yet another variation on what 
is probably the oldest heretical Christian doctrine, Docetism. 
Robinson observes in a very important rhetorical question, ‘How 
accurately this reflects Qur’anic interpretation in John’s day is 
impossible to tell.’15 But at the same time, he seems not to notice 
the contradiction between this and his assertion, immediately fol-
lowing, that John ‘knew’ that Muslims denied the crucifixion. We 
know that John presented the Qur’an to his flock in a language 
Muslims did not understand – Greek – and could afford to say 
what he thought would best protect his community from this new, 
powerful and perhaps otherwise persuasive religion. The possible 
influence of John’s interpretation on later Muslim exegesis is an 
extremely interesting question, but one that cannot be pursued 
here.

To return to our theoretical reader, they could hold a view that, 
whoever the THEY might be, it is clear that it is God himself who 
determines such important matters as the fate of his Son. Thus, 
even if to all outward appearances THEY did actually KILL AND 
CRUCIFY Jesus, it was only through the mysterious working out 
of the will of God, what Muslims might refer to as divine permis-
sion (idhn). THEY ultimately had no agency in the matter: ‘it only 
appeared so to them’.

Now who are these THEY in the above Qur’anic citation? They 
are a group designated throughout the Qur’an by the Arabic word 
yahūd. This word is universally translated as ‘JEWS’. So, do we 
see here an interesting case of the Qur’an absolving the Jews of a 
crime long charged against them by Christians: to have killed one 
whom they should have recognized as Messiah? Such a reading 
would in fact anticipate the recent study of Crossan, who reminds 
us that in fact the Jews did not kill Jesus, it was the Romans, despite 
the fact that the Gospels have been widely read as an anti-Jewish 
polemic.16 Perhaps this is one of the intentions of the Qur’anic 

14 Ibid., p. 7.   15 Ibid.
16 John Dominic Crossan, Who Killed Jesus? (San Francisco: Harper, 1995).
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phrase. But in order to explore more thoroughly this greatest of 
stumbling blocks in Christian–Muslim dialogue, and one that has 
implications far beyond the somewhat parochial confines of theo-
logical debate, let us look briefly here, by way of introduction, at 
the entire verse in question in its Qur’anic context.

The theme being pursued in this section of the Qur’an (and 
we will return to this below) is not, it should be stressed and even 
repeated, not the life, suffering and death of Jesus. Rather the main 
topic here is ‘faithlessness’ in Arabic kufr, a subject much more 
native to the Qur’anic worldview. Those people who are burdened 
with this spiritual disability are referred to throughout the Qur’an 
as kāfirūn and they come from a variety of social, religious and 
ethnic backgrounds. The Qur’an contrasts this spiritual disease 
with īmān (‘faithfulness, fidelity’) and islām (‘commitment and 
submission to the divine law’). As in the case of kufr, those who 
are blessed with faith also come from a variety of social, linguistic 
and religious backgrounds. It is a universal problem. The Qur’an 
is interested in describing traits and proclivities that are univer-
sally human, and not interested in the slightest in demonizing this 
or that group.17

The Qur’an, in the verses leading up to the ‘crucifixion verse’, 
says that an example of faithlessness may be found in the history 
of the Jews when they (1) ‘killed their prophets without justifi-
cation’, (2) slandered Mary, the mother of Jesus, defaming her 
virtue, and (3) boasted that they had killed the Messiah. Note that 
their deeds are being singled out here as examples of kufr – for 
boasting that they could controvert the Will of God. They are not 
being castigated for having killed him. The verses run as follows, 
in the translation of Muh.ammad Asad:18

AND SO, [WE PUNISHED THEM] FOR THE BREAKING OF THEIR 
PLEDGE, AND THEIR REFUSAL TO ACKNOWLEDGE GOD’S MESSAGES, 
AND THEIR SLAYING OF PROPHETS AGAINST ALL RIGHT, AND THEIR 
BOAST, ‘OUR HEARTS ARE ALREADY FULL OF KNOWLEDGE’ – NAY, 
BUT GOD HAS SEALED THEIR HEARTS IN RESULT OF THEIR DENIAL 

17 W. Björkman, ‘Kāfi r’, EI², vol. 4, p. 407.
18 The Message of the Qur’ān Translated and Explained by Muh.ammad Asad 
(Gibraltar: Dar al-Andalus, 1980).
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10 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

OF THE TRUTH, AND [NOW] THEY BELIEVE IN BUT FEW THINGS –; 
AND FOR THEIR REFUSAL TO ACKNOWLEDGE THE TRUTH, AND THE 
AWESOME CALUMNY WHICH THEY UTTER AGAINST MARY, AND 
THEIR BOAST, ‘BEHOLD, WE HAVE SLAIN THE CHRIST JESUS, SON 
OF MARY, [WHO CLAIMED TO BE] AN APOSTLE OF GOD!’ HOWEVER, 
THEY DID NOT SLAY HIM, AND NEITHER DID THEY CRUCIFY HIM, BUT 
IT ONLY SEEMED TO THEM [AS IF IT HAD BEEN] SO; AND, VERILY, 
THOSE WHO HOLD CONFLICTING VIEWS THEREON ARE INDEED CON-
FUSED, HAVING NO [REAL] KNOWLEDGE THEREOF, AND FOLLOW-
ING MERE CONJECTURE. FOR, OF A CERTAINTY, THEY DID NOT SLAY 
HIM: NAY, GOD EXALTED HIM UNTO HIMSELF – AND GOD IS INDEED 
ALMIGHTY, WISE. (Q. 4:155–8)

Thus the Qur’an speaks of the crucifixion one time, and even 
in this single instance it is in the nature of parenthesis. It is not 
a topic central to the Qur’an. It is, however, a topic central to 
Muslim–Christian relations over the centuries. And over these 
centuries, since this verse was revealed in Medina, sometime 
between 622 and 632 CE, it has been interpreted by many Muslims 
and Christians as denying the crucifixion of Jesus. Islam and the 
Qur’an have thus come to be recognized and identified as denying 
the reality of arguably the most important doctrinal and historical 
values held by Christians. And, since an entire culture has been 
profoundly shaped and formed by Christian belief, and it could 
be argued ‘Western’ culture in particular, then all ‘Westerners’ (a 
very unsatisfactory designation) also have a stake in the truth of 
the crucifixion. When Hans Küng seems to suggest in his recent 
magisterial study of Islam that the denial of the crucifixion has 
a certain Islamic logic (while at the same time he acknowledges 
the ambiguity of the actual verse) it is as much a stated cultural 
position as an analysis of Qur’anic teaching.19 In short, it would 
not only be a believing Christian who would say, ‘How can the 
Qur’an be a divine book when it so obviously has it wrong about 
the crucifixion of Jesus?’ And, if the Qur’an is not a divine book, 
then Islam is not a ‘true religion’. Thus does this matter overflow 
the banks of mere theological debate.
19 Hans Küng, Islam: Past, Present and Future, trans. John Bowden (Oxford: 
Oneworld, 2007), pp. 498–9. This work fi rst appeared in German as Der Islam: 
Geschichte, Gegenwart, Zukunft (Munich: Piper Verlag, 2004).
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The purpose of this book is not to try to demonstrate that Islam 
is a ‘true religion’. Such a task is far beyond the ability of anyone. 
Such evidence as is needed will be found amply demonstrated 
in the lives, achievements and precious legacy of what Hodgson 
called ‘The Venture of Islam’ over time.20 ‘Venture’ in this title 
refers as much, if not more, to a collective spiritual and moral epic 
as it does to a social and political history. It is one from which we 
all have a great deal to learn.

This book is an attempt to contextualize both a key element 
of the Qur’anic teaching about Jesus and to trace and analyse 
the all-important exegetical history of this verse. This latter task 
is divided into three major periods. The first is the pre-T.abarī 
period, which spans the time from the beginning of Islam to the 
death in 923 CE of the first major, encyclopedic exegete of the 
Islamic tradition, Muh.ammad ibn Jarīr at-T.abarī (d. 310/923). 
The second part of the book deals with the history of the exege-
sis of this verse from the early tenth century to the dawn of the 
modern period, the time of the French Revolution in the West 
and the waning of the great Islamicate ‘proto nation states’ in the 
East: the Ottoman, the Safavid and the Mughal. The final section 
deals with the exegesis of this verse from that time until the pres-
ent. This survey will show that while one particular exegetical 
stance has held sway over the centuries, Muslim scholars them-
selves – some of whom are among the most influential in Islamic 
intellectual history, were certainly divided as to the meaning and 
significance of these most important of Qur’anic words. The 
richness of this debate will enable the reader to acquire a deeper 
appreciation for the diligent and devout intellectual effort put 
forth in the pursuit of truth by the greater Muslim tradition. It 
may also enable us to read the Qur’an for ourselves and come 
to our own conclusions about what precisely it may mean: They 
did not kill him and they did not crucify him, rather it appeared 
so to them. Pound – aiming to express perhaps the same truth 
we read in the Qur’an, but in the key of English poetry – put it 
slightly differently:

20 Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a 
World Civilization, 3 vols (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975).
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12 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

If they think they ha’ slain our Goodly Fere
They are fools eternally.21

As we shall see below, John of Damascus’s interpretation of 
the Qur’anic account is, in fact, unjustifiable. The Qur’an itself 
only asserts that the Jews did not crucify Jesus. This is obviously 
different from saying that Jesus was not crucified. The point is 
that both John of Damascus and many Qur’an exegetes (Arabic 
mufassirūn), though not the Qur’an, deny the crucifixion. The 
Qur’anic exegesis of verse 4:157 is by no means uniform; the 
interpretations range from an outright denial of the crucifixion 
of Jesus to a simple affirmation of the historicity of the event. 
The first and by far the most frequent interpretation is that God 
rescued Jesus from the crucifixion in a miraculous manner and 
that someone else was substituted for Jesus on the cross – literal 
Docetism. This explanation is based on various traditions that are 
sometimes demonized – e.g. by Ibn Kathīr – as intrusive to the 
Islamic tradition and are generally considered to fall into the cat-
egory of Isrā’īliyyāt.22 This book will show that at a relatively late 
date a trend developed in tafsīr that sought to free the verse from 
such perceived extra-Islamic influences. However, this tendency 
was abruptly abandoned shortly after it had begun, and from the 
fourteenth to the twentieth centuries the exegesis of this verse has 
generally reflected a need to deny the crucifixion of Jesus.

The primary concern here is not Muslim–Christian dialogue, 
but the Qur’an and its interpretation by Muslims. Thus in the 
following pages we will first approach verses 4:157–8 from a 
semantic perspective, then examine the history of their interpreta-
tion through comparative analysis of selected tafsīr works dating 
from the earliest Islamic times to the present.

It is interesting to speculate whether or not it would have been 
necessary for Muslims to deny the crucifixion of Jesus if that event 
21 Ezra Pound, ‘The Goodly Fere’, Selected Poems of Ezra Pound (New York: 
New Directions, 1957), p. 11. This poem, fi rst published in 1909, explores the 
poetic or metaphorical – as distinct from the theological – structure of precisely 
the same kind of self-deception and arrogance, contrasted with moral and spiritual 
sovereignty, that is the subject of Q. 4:157. See Appendix.
22 See G. Vajda, ‘Isrā’īliyyāt’, EI², vol. 4, pp. 211–12, and the commentary by 
Rashīd Rid.ā below, Chapter Four. 
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were a doctrinally neutral issue. In other words, it would seem that 
a simple crucifixion, which did not carry with it such un-Islamic 
concepts as vicarious atonement, could easily be accepted. In light 
of the almost universal acceptance that ‘someone’ was crucified, 
it appears that the problem faced by the exegetes is not so much 
Jesus’ death on the cross, but their inability to accept this and at 
the same time maintain their Islamic understanding of prophecy. 
This fits with Gibb’s incisive comment of many years ago that 
Islam ‘is distinguished from Christianity, not so much (in spite of 
all outward appearances) by its repudiation of the trinitarian con-
cept of the unity of God, as by its rejection of the soteriology of 
the Christian doctrine and the relics of the old nature cults which 
survived in the rites and practices of the Christian church’.23

The twentieth-century preacher and prolific writer Sayyid Abū 
al-A‘lā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) posed a question we will encounter 
below in Chapter 4: ‘how could Jesus return in the last days if he 
were not living somewhere in the universe?’ Such a question, it 
seems, could be answered by reference to the verses that discuss 
those who have died in the path of God: THINK NOT OF THOSE WHO 
ARE SLAIN IN GOD’S WAY AS DEAD. NAY, THEY LIVE, FINDING THEIR 
SUSTENANCE IN THE PRESENCE OF THEIR LORD (Q. 3:169). Indeed, 
this verse plays an important role in the Isma‘ili understanding of 
the verse, as we will see in Chapter Three.

The Qur’anic notion of death, particularly for the righteous 
(among whom the Qur’anic Jesus holds an indisputable rank), 
is a paradox. That these verses are rarely, at least in the mater-
ial surveyed for this study, cited in connection with 4:157–8 
is symptomatic of what al-Fārūqī identified as a major short-
coming of modern exegesis. As such it lends itself to discussion 
under the principles enunciated in an article published by him 
almost thirty years ago. Although his major concern in this arti-
cle is the derivation of a Qur’anic ethical code that has meaning 
for modern Islam, al-Fārūqī’s thesis is applicable to the Book as 
a whole. Inasmuch as this notion of death represents an apparent 
contradiction in the Qur’an, the following quotation is espe-
cially pertinent.

23 See the full quotation and reference below.
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14 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

In the methodology we are suggesting, we may surmount 
the limitations under which Suyuti, al-Razi and Shah Waliy 
Allah have laboured. Every contradiction or variance in 
either the Holy Qur’an or the Sunnah is apparent, includ-
ing the cases of naskh which to their minds have seemed 
obdurate. The differentiation of the levels of meaning, the dis-
tinction of categorical real-existents from ideally-existent values 
and of higher and lower orders of rank among the latter makes 
possible the removal of all ambiguities, equivocations, varia-
tions, and contradictions without repudiating a single letter of 
the Holy Writ … What is, therefore, paramountly imperative 
upon all Muslims at this stage of their history … is a systematic 
restatement of the Holy Qur’an’s valuational content.24

Al-Fārūqī called this process an ‘axiological systemization’ of 
values. Admittedly, his main concern was with the ethical con-
tent of the book; but the re-examination of scripture that he calls 
for is bound to have implications for questions of theology and 
metaphysics.

Depending on which translation of the Qur’an an interested 
Westerner reads, they will come away with an understanding (if 
there be any clear understanding at all) of the Islamic teaching 
on the death of Jesus which may or may not be justifiable. The 
primary reason for this is undoubtedly ascribable to the conspicu-
ous paucity of Qur’anic data on this very specific subject. While 
Jesus himself is mentioned or referred to in almost a hundred sep-
arate verses, his crucifixion is treated in only one: an overall ratio 
of verses of less than one to six thousand. This alone should be 
enough to indicate to the intelligent observer that while the Qur’an 
does indeed concern itself with Jesus, it may emphasize aspects 
of his ministry that may or may not be of immediate relevance to 
traditional Christianity. It is obvious that the Book de-emphasizes 
what is generally considered to be – together with the resurrection 
– the single most important event in Christian salvation history. 
However, as we shall see, the Qur’anic de-emphasis need not be 
interpreted as a denial of the historicity of the crucifixion.

For a non-Muslim, an understanding of the Qur’anic view of 
24 Isma‘il R. al-Fārūqī. ‘Towards a New Methodology for Qur’anic Exegesis’, 
Islamic Studies, 1(1), 1962, pp. 35–52.
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the crucifixion event depends largely on which translation of the 
Qur’an they read. The difficult Arabic of verse 4:157 has led to a 
number of divergent translations. For convenience, the familiar 
and controversial ‘crucifixion verse’ (4:157) is reproduced, trans-
literated and translated here together with the short verse (4:158) 
that immediately follows it: 

wa-qawlihim innā qatalnā al-masīh.a ‘īsā ibna maryama rasūla 
Allāhi wa-mā qatalūhu wa-mā s.alabūhu wa-lākin shubbiha 
lahum wa-inna al-ladhīna ikhtalafū fīhi lafī shakkin minhu mā 
lahum bihi min ‘ilmin illā ittibā‘a al-z.anni wa-mā qatalūhu 
yaqīnan [4:157] bal rafa‘ahu Allāhu ilayhi wa-kāna Allāhu 
‘azīzan h.akīman [4:158]

AND FOR THEIR BOAST, ‘BEHOLD, WE HAVE SLAIN THE CHRIST 
JESUS, SON OF MARY, [WHO CLAIMED TO BE] AN APOSTLE OF GOD!’ 
HOWEVER, THEY DID NOT SLAY HIM, AND NEITHER DID THEY CRU-
CIFY HIM, BUT IT ONLY SEEMED TO THEM [AS IF IT HAD BEEN] SO; 
AND, VERILY, THOSE WHO HOLD CONFLICTING VIEWS THEREON ARE 
INDEED CONFUSED, HAVING NO [REAL] KNOWLEDGE THEREOF, AND 
FOLLOWING MERE CONJECTURE. FOR, OF A CERTAINTY, THEY DID 
NOT SLAY HIM. RATHER, GOD RAISED HIM TO HIMSELF. AND GOD IS 
MIGHTY, WISE. (Muh.ammad Asad translation, slightly adapted)

The emphasized words isolate what is considered to be the most 
elusive phrase in this verse. Shubbiha lahum is a textbook example 
of a multivocal phrase. Chapter One will deal with the semantics 
involved here, as well as with the possible meanings of the other 
related Qur’anic material. But a few examples of the English ren-
dering of this key verbal ‘problem’ are now offered in order to 
draw attention to the general puzzlement surrounding this verse. 
While it may not be strictly methodologically defensible (not to 
mention politically correct) the following examples are divided 
into two groups, those from the pens of Muslim scholars and 

لَفِي فِيهِ اخْتَلَفُوا الَّذِينَ وَإِنَّ لَهُمْ شُبِّهَ وَلَكِنْ صَلَبُوهُ وَمَا قَتَلُوهُ
وَمَا اللَّهِ رَسُولَ مَرْيَمَ ابْنَ عِيسَى الْمَسِيحَ قَتَلْنَا إِنَّا وَقَوْلِهِمْ

حَكِيماً عَزِيزًا اللَّهُ وَكَانَ إِلَيْهِ اللَّهُ رَفَعَهُ بَلْ
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16 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

those from others. This is to help illustrate one of the findings of 
this research, namely that modern Muslims have been less eager 
to read the Qur’anic text as denying the historicity of the crucifix-
ion than other readers. A few Muslim translations are:

Maulvi Muhammad ‘Ali (d. 1951): BUT [THE MATTER] WAS MADE 
DUBIOUS TO THEM

Yusuf ‘Ali (d. 1953): BUT SO IT WAS MADE TO APPEAR TO THEM
Pickthall (d. 1936): BUT IT APPEARED SO UNTO THEM
Abdel Haleem (pub. 2004): THOUGH IT WAS MADE TO APPEAR LIKE 

THAT TO THEM
Bakhtiar (pub. 2006): BUT A LIKENESS WAS SHOWN TO THEM

A few Western or Christian translations are:

Sale (d. 1736): BUT HE WAS REPRESENTED BY ONE IN HIS LIKENESS
Bell (d. 1952): BUT HE WAS COUNTERFEITED FOR THEM
Arberry (d. 1969): ONLY A LIKENESS OF THAT WAS SHOWN TO THEM
Jones (pub. 2007): BUT IT WAS MADE TO SEEM SO TO THEM

Jones is here seen to be closer to Muslim translations than his 
Western fellows and it is a translation that may be considered to 
reflect accurately the Arabic. In contrast, the translations of Sale 
and Bell – along with others that are met with in Chapter One 
– will be seen to reflect certain themes of the formative exegesis 
of the verse, rather than the verse itself. It is significant that those 
who would be expected to be most familiar with and/or most 
bound by that exegesis, i.e. Muslims, appear here to have made 
a conscious effort to put the exegesis aside in their translations. 
The Ahmadiya translation of Maulvi Muhammad ‘Ali does, of 
course, offer a further explanation – as does the translation of 
Yusuf ‘Ali – but these explanations are consigned to footnotes, 
perhaps in order to preserve one of the more noteworthy and 
‘modern’ aspects of the mood of classical tafsīr exemplified by 
the ubiquitous phrase wa-Allāhu a‘lam (‘but, really, God knows 
best’, i.e. what the true interpretation of this verse should be). 
Their translations thus allow the Qur’an to speak for itself. 
However, Sale and Bell and those contemporary Muslim authors 
concerned with accentuating the distinctness (and perhaps 
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superiority) of Islam in an atmosphere of heightened mistrust 
and phobia may have allowed the scriptures to become condi-
tioned by extraneous ideas.

The problem in understanding the verse is that the reader who 
is unaware of its varied exegesis will not readily appreciate the 
wide range of interpretations that have been assigned to it. Nor 
will they appreciate to what extent some of these translations 
have been conditioned by only one of the several existing and 
influential types of exegesis. Therefore, when turning to modern 
studies of the Qur’anic Jesus, this same reader is apt to accept at 
face value a considerable body of scholarly opinion that asserts 
that the Qur’an categorically denies the crucifixion of Jesus. To 
be sure, the allegation varies from author to author, in both force 
and degree. The major purpose of this book is to claim that such 
assertions, no matter how they are presented, are not necessarily 
founded on evidence of the Qur’anic ipsissima verba alone. The 
evidence for such a reading is found principally in exegesis, and 
the bulk of this study is a comparative analysis of selected works 
of tafsīr – the technical Arabic term for exegesis – dating from the 
earliest Islamic times to the present. 

This analysis will bring to light two important facts that have 
either been completely neglected or minimized in previous stud-
ies. The first is that exegesis itself is by no means unanimous on 
any given interpretation of the verse, and that these interpreta-
tions range from an outright denial of the crucifixion of Jesus to 
a simple affirmation of the historicity of the event. The first type 
is by far the most frequent, and this explains why it has had such 
influence. This interpretation maintains that someone else was 
substituted for Jesus, while God rescued Jesus from his fate in a 
miraculous manner. It is an explanation based on various tradi-
tions that, as a genre, have sometimes been considered intrusive 
to the Islamic tradition and are considered to fall under the cat-
egory of Isrā’īliyyāt. It will be seen in Chapter Three that, at a 
relatively late date, a trend developed in tafsīr seeking to free 
the verse from such extra-Islamic influences. This tendency was 
abruptly abandoned shortly after it had begun, and from the four-
teenth to the twentieth century the exegesis of this verse has gen-
erally reflected a need to deny the crucifixion of Jesus.
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The second fact that will emerge is that most studies of the 
crucifixion event ‘according to Islam’ have ignored the Muslim 
exegetical tradition while being – perhaps unconsciously – influ-
enced by it. In some cases where Western scholars have claimed 
to have studied the tafsīr of the verse, they have done so only 
partially. The effect of this incomplete treatment has been to mis-
represent those Qur’an commentators (and therefore the Islamic 
tradition as a whole) who are seen to have thought far more cre-
atively and extensively about the problem than one would have 
otherwise been led to believe. Thus misrepresentation occurs 
through marginalization and silencing by not allowing authentic 
Muslim voices to speak explicitly to the question.

It would be unfair to say that all scholars have made much of 
the so-called Qur’anic denial of Jesus’ crucifixion. Nonetheless, 
they have done little to advance the study of the Qur’an on this 
very specific point beyond the position held by John of Damascus 
(676–749 CE). For these authors, the denial has become a fact of 
the Muslim–Christian encounter. Others have devoted a great deal 
of attention to the problem and have made valuable contributions 
to our understanding of the Qur’an. This book is indebted to the 
works of Elder, Parrinder, Michaud and Watt, all of whom have 
gone to some length in defusing the controversy. The attitude of 
Seale, that the Qur’an simply does not say enough on the subject 
to either confirm or deny the event, is the one that comes closest to 
the position presented in this study.25 But no single writer has suc-
ceeded in emphasizing sufficiently the neutrality of the Qur’an 
on the subject of the crucifixion of Jesus and the great variety 
of Muslim understandings of the verse in question. For exam-
ple, the third edition of Anderson’s book, The World Religions, 
teaches us that, in the Qur’an, Muh.ammad taught that Jesus was 
not crucified but someone else took his place on the cross.26 The 
important distinction between scripture and the interpretation of 
scripture is blurred, and the result is nonsense because these two 
separate sources have been unwittingly mixed. The point is that 

25 Morris Seale, Qur’an and Bible: Studies in Interpretation and Dialogue (London: 
Croom Helm, 1978).
26 J.N.D. Anderson, The World’s Religions, 4th edn (Grand Rapids: W.M.B. 
Eerdmans, 1976), p. 62.
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much tafsīr, not the Qur’an, denies the crucifixion. The Qur’an’s 
assertion that the Jews did not crucify Jesus – wa-mā s.alabūhu 
– is obviously different from saying that Jesus was not crucified 
– wa-mā s.uliba. The first phrase is Qur’anic; the latter is found 
nowhere in the Book.

Modern and contemporary studies of John of Damascus 
(676–749 CE) confirm a need to revisit this question.27 John of 
Damascus, the eighth-century Father of the Syrian Church, was 
the earliest author, Muslim or otherwise, to have charged the 
Qur’an with a denial of the crucifixion. Commenting on the 
latter’s assertion that the Qur’an denies the crucifixion of Jesus, 
Sahas states,

This passage is one of the most convincing evidences of the 
accuracy of John of Damascus’ knowledge of the teaching and 
the wording of the Qur’an! The references to the Qur’an which 
we have given show that each of these points which John men-
tions has a Qur’anic origin and that he transmits to the Christians 
a most accurate account of the Muslim point of view with regard, 
especially, to the most delicate topic in a Muslim/Christian 
dialogue.28 

What I wish to make crystal clear in the following pages is that 
although it is certainly true that ‘each of these points … has a 
Qur’anic origin’ such an origin is in the manner of a hermeneutic 
site that has been transformed in the process of exegesis carried 
out during a time when serious and incessant socio-religious pres-
sures exerted themselves in formative ways on the reading of the 
Qur’an. These pressures were just as influential in the case of 
John of Damascus as they were in the case of the Muslim schol-
ars who came after him. For John, much was at stake in explain-
ing ‘correctly’ the formidable success and perhaps appeal of the 
claims and da‘wa of the community of the Arabian Prophet. It 
may have been necessary for this last great Church Father to point 
out the similarities between the creed of the ‘Hagarenes’ and that 

27 Daniel J. Sahas, John of Damascus on Islam: The ‘Heresy of the Ishmaelites’ 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1972).
28 Ibid., p. 79.
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20 The Crucifixion and the Qur’an

of one of the oldest and in some ways most pernicious heresies of 
the Church, namely Docetism. As for those Muslim scholars who 
came after him, whether they were directly influenced by him 
or not – we know to what a high degree the Muslim ‘men of the 
pen’ venerated knowledge and scholarship, whether it came from 
beyond the borders of Islam or not – their task was quite different. 
Rather than demonstrate similarities with previous religions, in 
many instances it became a communal desideratum to show just 
how distinctive, in a sectarian milieu, this new religion was. This, 
together with quite unique orientations towards such eschato-
logical problems as ‘salvation’, and, further, the multivocal or 
at least ambiguous wording of the Qur’an on the crucifixion, sug-
gested to them that here might be an opportunity for asserting the 
true identity of Islam over against which the error of post-Jesus 
Christianity and therefore the truth of Islam as corrective, might 
be demonstrated.

On the achievement of the Church Father, Sahas adds, ‘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 an aver-
age Muslim could possess’ (emphasis added).29 This remark-
able statement preserves a kernel of truth in the sense that, at 
least according to the hypothesis advanced here, John’s know-
ledge was superior precisely because he chose to tease out of the 
Qur’an teachings something that may have been of little interest 
or doctrinal importance for Islam. While salvation is mentioned 
throughout the Holy Qur’an, certainly it is a salvation intimately 
tied to deeds and behaviour. The redemptive value of the death 
of Jesus on the cross represents an alternative view that may 
have had little audience among the early followers of the Prophet 
Muh.ammad. In short, if they adopted the interpretation of their 
sacred scripture put forth by one of the great, if not the greatest, 
religious scholars of their time and place, Muslims had nothing 
to lose with regard to the general ethos of their religion. After 
all, such religious scholars had already been quite instrumen-
tal in the growth and elaboration of the sacred history of Islam 

29 Ibid., p. 95.
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(Waraqa b. Nawfal, Bah. īrā). So, there is a well-attested tradition 
of accepting the teaching of wise, venerated and especially highly 
placed Christian scholars. John was, after all, a key official in the 
bureaucracy of the Umayyads. And, as it happens, his interpreta-
tion of Q. 4:157–8 is the oldest extant written exegesis, Christian, 
Muslim or otherwise, asserting that the verses deny the crucifixion.

In the following study, John of Damascus’s view will be ana-
lysed, and Sahas’s claim will be shown to be extravagant and 
insupportable. This correction of Sahas’s claim could be consid-
ered a contribution to the important but, in terms of this book, 
incidental concerns of Muslim–Christian dialogue. The primary 
concern here is not dialogue, but the Qur’an and its interpretation 
by Muslims. The majority of previous studies have approached 
the question from other angles and with other motives. One 
motive has been described by Welch as the interpretation of the 
Qur’an or the Bible ‘for the purpose of establishing harmony 
between the two Scriptures’. Laudable as this purpose is, Welch’s 
further observation that such harmonization of the two scriptures 
has often been attempted ‘at points where none exists’ is one fact 
behind the perpetuation of the mutual misunderstanding between 
Muslims and Christians.30

Attempts to study the Qur’anic crucifixion have often been 
conditioned by religious dispute, proselytization or apologet-
ics. These attempts fall into two major categories. One may be 
described as an effort to define the type of Christianity that is 
reflected in the text. The purpose of such efforts is usually to 
present Muh.ammad as well-meaning but ill-informed. The other 
strives to determine the actual circumstances in which the utter-
ance was first heard. Often, the purpose here is to describe the 
Prophet’s ‘politics’ by identifying the audience that Muh.ammad, 
in a given instance, was trying to ‘appease’. The first method has 
been the most popular, and the two sometimes overlap. This study 
should not be classified as either.

The reader will notice a lack of reference to works on the 
chronology of the Qur’an. Aside from the fact that our verse is 
never mentioned in the ‘occasions of revelation’ (asbāb al-nuzūl) 
30 Alford T. Welch, ‘The Pneumatology of the Qur’an: Study in Phenomenology’, 
PhD thesis, Edinburgh University, 1970, p. 19.
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works, this writer believes that the question of chronology, while 
interesting to a point, has been addressed by Western scholars to a 
degree that inhibits or deflects an interest in the discrete text. Such 
discussions often replace interest in the text altogether, and what 
is actually said in the Qur’an is as a consequence simply ignored. 
The question of chronology is not basic to the subject at hand. 
This is a study of the ideas found first in the Qur’an, then elabor-
ated and frequently transformed in tafsīr. A semantic approach to 
the former is offered in Chapter One, while an extensive review 
of the latter comprises the next three chapters.

The bulk of this study is concerned with the history of Muslim 
interpretation of Q. 4:157–8. The form of this study is adapted 
from Jane Smith’s classic study of the term ‘Islām’.31 Like that 
work, it is repetitious, almost to the point of tedium. But tafsīr 
has been sadly neglected by Western students until recently, and 
the tedium that accompanies such a study is the price we pay for 
this neglect. Unlike Smith’s work, which perceived a ‘great unity’ 
in the Muslim understanding of ‘Islām’, the following discus-
sion will reveal a great divergence regarding the understanding 
by Muslims of the crucifixion in the Qur’an. A certain unity is 
nonetheless perceived, but the perception is by inference only. 
The unity perceived is the fundamental unity of Islam that was so 
appositely described by Gibb over sixty years ago:

So far from professing to bring a new revelation Mohammed 
insisted that the Scripture given him was but a restatement of 
the faith delivered to the Prophets confirming their scriptures 
and itself confirmed by them. Yet the originality of Islam is 
nonetheless real, in that it represents a further step in the logi-
cal (if not philosophical) evolution of the monotheistic religion. 
Its monotheism, like that of the Hebrew Prophets, is absolute 
and unconditioned, but with this it combines the universalism of 
Christianity. On the one hand, it rejects the nationalist taint from 
which Judaism as a religion did not succeed in freeing itself; for 
Islam never identified itself with the Arabs, although at times 
Arabs have identified themselves with it. On the other hand, it 
is distinguished from Christianity, not so much (in spite of all 

31 Jane I. Smith, An Historical and Semantic Study of the Term ‘Islam’ as Seen in a 
Sequence of Qur’an Commentaries (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975).
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outward appearances) by its repudiation of the trinitarian con-
cept of the unity of God, as by its rejection of the soteriology of 
the Christian doctrine and the relics of the old nature cults which 
survived in the rites and practices of the Christian Church.32

The results of the following four chapters will be restated in the 
conclusion, where many of the problems usually associated with 
an interpretation of 4:157–8 are seen to be the result of an Islamic 
rejection of Christian soteriology – the theory or doctrine of sal-
vation. In the conclusion, there will also appear some tentative 
remarks on the question of the genesis of the notorious substitu-
tion legends that are the source of the denial of the crucifixion in 
tafsīr.

The variety of interpretation, whether by Muslim scholars or 
scholars from outside the Islamic religious tradition, encountered 
in the following pages may be arranged under three categories:

1. No one was crucified.
2. Jesus was crucified, but this happened only because God 

decided so; it was not a result of the plotting of the Jews.
3. A person other than Jesus was crucified. This is the view most 

widely held in the contemporary Muslim world.

In the main, the position put forth here agrees in part with the 
recent authoritative discussion found in the Encyclopaedia of the 
Qur’án:

[T]he Qur’anic teaching about Jesus’ death is not entirely clear-
cut. Three things, however, may be said with certainty. First, the 
Qur’an attaches no salvific importance to his death. Second, it 
does not mention his resurrection on the third day and has no need 
of it as proof of God’s power to raise the dead. Third, although the 

32 H.A.R. Gibb, Islam: A Historical Survey, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1989), p. 59; fi rst published by Oxford in 1949 as Mohammedanism: An 
Historical Survey. Note the lucid discussion of this issue by Charles J. Adams, 
‘Islam and Christianity: The Opposition of Similarities’, in Logos Islamikos: 
Studia Islamica in Honorem Georgii Michaelis Wickens, ed. Roger M. Savory and 
Dionisius A. Agius (Toronto: Pontifi cal Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1984), pp. 
287–306. There is, as a matter of interest, no article on ‘Salvation’ in The Oxford 
Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World (1995).
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Jews thought that they had killed Jesus, from God’s viewpoint 
they did not kill or crucify him. Beyond this is the realm of spec-
ulation. The classical commentators generally began with the 
questionable premise that Q 4:157–9 contains an unambiguous 
denial of Jesus’ death by crucifixion. They found confirmation of 
this in the existence of traditional reports about a look-alike sub-
stitute and hadiths about Jesus’ future descent. Then they inter-
preted the other Qur’anic references to Jesus’ death in the light 
of their understanding of this one passage. If, however, the other 
passages are examined without presupposition and Q 4:157–9 
is then interpreted in the light of them, it can be read as a denial 
of the ultimate reality of Jesus’ death rather than a categorical 
denial that he died. The traditional reports about the crucifixion 
of a look-alike substitute probably originated in circles in contact 
with Gnostic Christians. They may also owe something to early 
Shi‘i speculation about the fate of the Imams.33

Robinson’s summary is excellent. Another very useful and thor-
ough study of the problem gathers and analyses a wide range of 
Qur’an commentary.34 However, again, there is no attempt to treat 
divergent readings of the material as constituting part of the history 
of Muslim thinking about the problem. Of course, there is truth in 
the conclusion offered by Busse, that nothing can shake the Muslim 
belief that Jesus did not die on the cross.35 I wish to offer here what 
might be considered a deeper reading of this statement. As indicated 
above, certain passages in the Johannine literature and Philippians 
can also be understood in the same way. Much of the material in 
this book was gathered and analysed nearly twenty years ago. This 
earlier study was published as a two-part article in 1991.36 Thus 
33 Neal Robinson, ‘Jesus’, in The Encyclopaedia of the Qur’ān, ed. J.D. McAuliffe 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2005), vol. 3, pp. 7–21. This represents an advance in the 
thinking of the author beyond the analysis he offered in his important Christ in 
Islam and Christianity (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991).
34 Heribert Busse, ‘Jesu Errettung vom Kreuz in der islamischen Koranexegese 
von Sure 4:157’, Oriens, 36, 2001, pp. 160–95. 
35 ‘Nichts hat die Muslime in der Überzeugung erschüttern können, daß Jeus nicht 
am Kreuz gestorben ist.’ Ibid., p. 191.
36 Benjamin T. Lawson, ‘The Crucifi xion of Jesus in the Qur’an and Qur’anic 
Commentary: A Historical Survey (Part I)’, Bulletin of Henry Martyn Institute of 
Islamic Studies, 10(2), 1991, pp. 34–62; idem, ‘The Crucifi xion of Jesus in the 
Qur’an and Qur’anic Commentary: A Historical Survey (Part II)’, Bulletin of Henry 
Martyn Institute of Islamic Studies, 10(3), 1991, pp. 6–40.
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many of the findings here overlap or dovetail with those published 
the same year in Robinson’s fine book and later by Busse. But what 
is unique here is that the actual commentary is translated and pre-
sented to the reader in chronological order. More importantly, the 
writings of the Isma‘ili authors, referred to above, are presented 
here for the first time in a general study of the problem of the cruci-
fixion in the Qur’an, its exegesis or Islam as such. The result is that 
this book emphasizes and highlights the great variety of Muslim 
thought on this problem to a degree not previously encountered.
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