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Introduction

It is in the firm belief of Muslims that Allah, the Almighty revealed
the Qur’an, the holistic divine guidance which expresses His will
explicitly and implicitly. Serving as the criterion between the right
and wrong as well as warnings and glad tidings for man, society and
the universe, the Qur’an is regarded as His grace upon humanity, for
it explains a number of significant issues relating to this world (al-
dunya) and the hereafter (al-akhirah) as compared to other scriptures
in existence. In His revelation, Allah introduces essential doctrines,
describes fundamental laws and illustrates the straight path to
enable humanity to attain felicity and success in this worldly life. A
number of passages (ayar) of the Qur’an manifest these phenomena.
The Qur’an’s exegetes (mufassirun) and scholars (‘ulamd’) hold
the view that a number of passages of the Qur’an are explicitly in
the form of judgments or decisions (muhkamdt) while some other
passages resemble one another (mustashabihdt) or are subject to
further explanation or interpretation or they need proper clarification
to recognize the truth and objective of the divine message.!

Over the years, this phenomenon has been thoroughly
discussed by exegetes, jurists (fugaha’) and some theologians
(mutakallimin). Although there are several interpretations and
propositions in the Muslim exegetical history on this issue, yet it has
been argued that in order to understand the true meaning of some of
the passages that seem to be metaphorical, allegorical, ambiguous
or unclear, an in-depth knowledge of the field of study of muhkamat
and mustashabihat is indispensable. In other words, those exegetes

1 Manna‘ al-Qattan, Mabahith fi ‘Ulium al-Qur’an (Bayrit: Mu’assasat al-Risalah,
1987), 214.
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who aim to produce genuine interpretations and jurists who seem
to be committed to explain the legal import of the Text> must have
in-depth scholarship to distinguish between the passages that are
seemingly clear or unclear. It is obvious that if these passages are
interpreted based on literal or lexical meanings, they will often lead to
numerous contradictions or inconsistencies and sometimes heretical
tendencies in Islamic thought. Despite the existence of diversified
opinions, some eminent scholars of Islam have ascribed proper and
acceptable meanings to the mutashabihdt passages of the Qur’an.

Realizing the importance of the issues pertaining to the number
of the muhkam (whose meaning is manifest and perpetual) and the
mustashabih (whose meaning is doubtful, vague, ambiguous or
unclear) passages, Muslim scholars have produced numerous works.
To quote a few key works, Imam al-Raghib al-Asfahani (d. 502 H)
has authored one of the most important books entitled Mufradat
al-Qur’an’® dealing with this issue. Likewise, Imam al-Kasa’1 (d.
189 H) wrote his al-Burhan fi Tawjih Mutashabih al-Qur’an.* This
field was further enriched by Ibn Taymiyyah’s (d. 728 H) al-Iklil
fi al-Mutashabih wa al-Ta 'wil. In addition, scholars like Ibn Habib
al-Nisabiirl (d. 238 H), Imam al-Razi (d. 606 H), Ibn Qayyim (d.
751 H) and many others have contributed greatly in strengthening
this field which ultimately helped later jurists in understanding this
science, thus paving the way for proper interpretation of the texts,
especially those dealing with ahkam (legal rulings).’

In order to resolve the differences that may occur in the
minds of readers of the Qur’an of the non-Arabic speaking world,
especially in comprehending the translated text, the article attempts
to provide some clarifications on the issue by referring to a number

2 The term ‘Text’ mentioned here as well as elsewhere in the article refers to the
text of the Qur’an.

3 Syed Anwar ‘Ali, Qur’an, the Fundamental Law of Human Life (Pakistan:
Hamdard Publications, 1987), vol. 1, 113.

4 Ibid.

5 In addition to the scholars mentioned above, ‘Alam al-Sakhawi, Abii al-Qasim
Burhan al-Din al-Kirmani, and Abi Ja‘far ibn al-Zubayr compiled works on
Mutashabihat al-Qur’an. See: Badr al-Din Muhammad al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan
i “Ulim al-Qur’an (al-Qahirah: al-Halabi, 1972), 112.
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of classical and contemporary exegetes’ interpretations, opinions
and illustrations. Thus, the article’s first section discusses the lexical
definition and the concept of the muhkam and the mustashabih.
The second section draws attention to both Salafi® and Khalafi’
methodologies of explaining the mutashdabihat passages. The third
section analyzes a number of views of both classical scholars and
contemporary exegetes to depict the true picture of the issue and to
avoid misconceptions that may arise as a result of various approaches
adopted by scholars of ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jamd‘ah.® The fourth
section studies the kinds of the mutashabihat passages and explores
the underlying wisdom therein. The last section highlights some of
the examples of the mutashabihat passages with brief analysis. It is
hoped that this section will contribute to proper understanding of the
true nature of the relevant passages of the Qur’an.

Defining the terms Muhkam and Mutashabih

The word muhkam is derived from the root word ha ka ma. It refers
to a decision made between two things® while sukm is the division
between two things. A/-Hdakim judges between the right and wrong,
truth and false. The term ahkam is a verbal noun in plural form,
which means ‘judgments’ or ‘decisions’ or ‘rulings.” As a technical
term, it refers to all clear passages of the Qur’an which are related

6 It refers to ‘the predecessors and the successors’; it is a name given to the first
three generations and to the following generations of the Muslim community
respectively. In practice, the precedence of the salaf'is only fully displayed in
regard to the generation of the Prophet’s Companions. On one hand, for the
majority of scholars, their quality of being reliable transmitters of the Prophet’s
Sunnah was incontestable and so did not require the testing and verification
procedure, traditionally required at the outset of all transmitters.

7 As for the Khalafis, they are the followers of the understanding of the Khalaf
and they are also called Innovators. A person who is not pleased or satisfied with
the path of the Salaf al-Salih in knowledge and action, understanding and figh is
called a khalafi, an innovator.

8 The people of the Sunnah and the Community: all people who follow the Sunnah
of the Prophet and who hold together as a community on this basis, the main
body of the Muslim Community.

9 Al-Qattan, Mabahith, 215.
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to legal rulings.!® Some of the muhkam passages are (Qur’an, Hud:
1),"" and (Qur’an, Yinus: 1).'? In these Qur’anic passages, the word
muhkam refers to the systematic arrangement of the Qur’an as well
as its meaning. In this sense, the entire Qur’an is placed under the
category of muhkamadt, which means that it is used as a criterion to
distinguish truth from falsehood.'

The term mustashabih is derived from the root word sha ba ha,
which means to be doubtful or to have the likeness or resemblance of. !4
The term mutashabihat is in the plural verbal noun form (masdar). It
refers to uncertain or doubtful things. Technically, it refers to those
passages of the Qur’an whose meanings are uncertain or resembling
one another and thus susceptible to two or more interpretations.'* In
a Qur’anic passage such as al-Zumar: 23,'° Allah depicts everything
as mustashabih. This apparently indicates that some of the passages
of the Qur’an are similar to each other in narration and language.
Another view is that the Qur’an constitutes verse which are both
muhkamat and mutashabihat."” Proponents of this view quote the
passage (Qur’an, A/ Imran: 7) to strengthen their viewpoint which is
regarded as authentic in the world of Qur’anic exegesis.

Methodologies of Explaining the Mutashdbihat
In discussing the issue of the muhkamat and mutashabihat passages
of the Qur’an, Muslim scholars and exegetes have identified two

10 Ahmad Von Denffer, ‘Ulim al-Qur’an, An Introduction to the Sciences of the
Qur’an (London: The Islamic Foundation, 19), 79.

11 Alif Lam Ra. (This is) a Book, with verses basic or fundamental (of established
meaning) further explained in detail from One Who is Wise and Well- Acquainted
(with all things). (Qur’an, Hud:1)

12 Alif, Lam Ra. These are the Ayat of the Book of Wisdom. (Qur’an, Yinus: 1)

13 Amir ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, Dirasat fi ‘Ulum al-Qur’an (n.p.: Dar al-Furqan, 1st edn.,
1983), 179-80.

14 Denffer, ‘Uliam al-Qur’an, 79.

15 TIbid.

16 Allah has revealed (from time to time) the most beautiful Message in the form of
a Book, consistent with itself, (yet) repeating (its teaching in various aspects)...
(Qur’an, al-Zumar: 23)

17 Jalal al-Din al-Suytti, al-Itqan fi “Ulim al-Qur’an (Bayrit: Dar al-Fikr, 1979),
vol. 2, 2.
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methodologies of explaining the subject which according to a number
of other scholars seem to be valid. They are [1] the methodology of
the Salaf and [2] the methodology of the Khalaf.

According to them, the Salafi methodology consists of
providing general explanations, since the scholars of the Salaf
believe that these passages have meanings befitting the perfection of
Allah. Rather than saying what these meanings are, they juxtaposed
the mutashabihat and the muhkamat passages. A good example that
can be cited in this regard is the statement of Imam al-Shafi‘1 (d. 204
H), who said that he believed in what Allah has revealed according
to the meaning that He willed, and in what the Prophet conveyed
according to the meaning that he willed. In other words, the proper
befitting meanings are not according to the sensuous and physical
meanings that would lead to delusions with regard to places, shapes,
limbs, movements, sitting, colors, directions, smiling, laughing, or
any other meanings which are not permissible to be attributed to
Allah.™

Furthermore, the Arabs’ understanding of their meanings
was so natural and well-known, that there was no need for them to
attribute specific meanings to the mutashabihat passages. Instead,
they argued that these passages have meanings that befit Allah and
that it is impossible that they would have sensuous and physical
meanings which do not befit Him. Nevertheless, it is well known
that some of the scholars of the Salaf did attribute specific meanings
to mutashabihdt passages.

On the contrary, the Khalafi methodology consists of giving
specific meanings to the mutashabihat passages. Living atatime when
people started to lose their natural disposition for the Arabic language,
the scholars of the Khalaf observed that the people had become weak
in the language; they also feared that those with perversity in their
hearts would attribute meanings to the mutashdabihat passages which
did not befit Allah. In order to protect the creed (‘agidah) of Islam,
the scholars of the Khalaf followed the example of those scholars
of the Salaf who offered specific meanings to the mutashabihat

18 www.scribd.com/doc/16794301/Ayat-of-the Quran-Muhkam-and-Mutashabih.
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passages. Referring them to the muhkamat passages, they provided
specific meanings to the mutashdbihat passages in compliance with
the language and the Religion. In other words, they offered correct
and acceptable meanings to the mutashabihat passages.'

Early Islamic Views
Remarkably praiseworthy and God-conscious Companions and
Successors such as Ibn ‘Abbas, Ibn Mas‘td, Qatadah, Ibn Ubayy
Ja‘far, al-Dahhak, Mujahid, Ja‘far ibn al-Zubayr, ‘Ikrimah, Muqatil
ibn Hayyan, al-Rabi‘ ibn Anas and others have transmitted a number
of traditions (ahadith) explaining the meanings of the muhkamat and
mutashabihdt passages of the Qur’an. Al-Tabari, one of the earliest
famous exegetes, provides an in-depth discourse on this subject in
his exegesis.?’ As the issue is extremely crucial we can see many
other prominent exegetes discussing this issue following the line
of al-Tabaril. Some of the selected exegetes include al-Razi,?! Ibn
Kathir,?? al-Shawkani,?? Muhammad Rashid Rida,>* Sa‘id Hawa,?*Ibn
“Ashiir,? and others.

In general, according to those God conscious Companions
(sahabah) and the Successors (tabi ‘un) the muhkam:

19 Ibid.

20 Refer to Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Tahqiq: Ahmad ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Bakri wa
Muhammad ‘Adil Muhammad wa Muhammad ‘ Abd al-Latif khalaf wa Mahmiid
Miisa ‘Abd al-Hamid, Jami al-Baydn ‘an Ta 'wil Ay al-Qur ’dn (al-Qahirah:Dar
al-Salam, 1st edn., 2005), vol. 3, 1676-1695.

21 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir or Mafdtih al-Ghayb (Bayrit: Dar al-
Kutub al-‘IImiyyah, Ist edn., 2000), vol. 7-8, 144-154.

22 Ibn Kathir, Tahqiq: Sayyid Muhammmad al-Sayyid and Others, Tafsir al-
Qur’dn al-Azim (al-Qahirah: Dar al-Hadith, 2002), vol. 2, 6-16.

23 Al-Shawkani, Fath al-Qadir al-Jami‘ Bayna Fanni al-Riwayah wa al-Dirayah
min ‘Ilm al-Tafsir (Bayrat: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1995), vol. 5, 398-406.

24 Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Hakim (Bayrut: Dar al-Fikr, 2nd
edn., n.d), vol.3, 162-195.

25 Sa‘id Hawa, al-Asds fi al-Tafsir (al-Qahirah: Dar al-Salam i al-Tiba‘ah wa al-
Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 1st edn., 1985), vol 2, 707-710.

26 Ibn ‘Ashir, al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir (Bayriit: Mu’assasat al-Tarikh, 2000), vol.
3, 14-28.
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[1] is obviously clear, and it leaves no room for abrogation,?’
and that the mutashabih is implicit: its meaning is neither
perceived intellectually nor by transmission:?® it constitutes
the knowledge transmitted by God such as abbreviated letters
at the commencement of the chapters,?

[2] refers to ta’wil (interpretation) whereas the mustashdabih
constitutes what had been transmitted by God such as
information on the day of Judgment, emergence of Dajjal
(Anti-Christ) and abbreviated letters (al-hurif al-muqatta ‘dt)
at the beginning of the chapters,

[3] bears one guiding principle of ta ‘wil, whereas the mutashdabih
constitutes several dimensions,

[4] is independent and does not require any further interpretation,
while the mutashabih is not independent in itself; but requires
further explanation,

[5] refers to perfect coherence of the Qur’an that leads to arrive
at the true meaning, whereas the mutashabih does not
comprehend the knowledge with its desired meaning with
regard to the language,?®!

[6] is the clear meaning that does not contribute to ambiguity and
obscurity, taken from the exactitude and accuracy, whereas
the mutashabih is its opposite,’?

[7] is a systematic arrangement according to the text and what
is clearly shown, whereas arrangement of the mutashabihat
is based on joint names and imaginative words for
anthropomorphization?® in the truth of the Lord,** and

27

28
29
30
31
32
33

34

Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zarqani, Manahil al-‘Irfan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an
(al-Qahirah: al-Halabi, n.d), vol. 2, 272.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid., 273.

Ibid., 272.

The word anthropomorphization refers to ascribing human forms or attributes
to a being or thing not human, especially a deity.

Al-Zarqani, Mandhil, vol. 2, 272.
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[8] is the one whose guidance or meaning is binding on Muslims,
whereas the guidance or meaning of the mutashdbih is not
binding.®

Besides this, it has been stated that the muhkam:

[1] is to be acted upon,*® and the mutashabih is that which one
need only believe in,*

[2] is comprehensive in meaning and the mutashdabih is not,
just as in the case of the number of saldh (ritual prayer) and
concessions of fasting in Ramadan,?®

[3] is the one whose word is not repeated and the mutashdabih is
the one whose word is repeated,*

[4] is not abrogated, while the mutashabih is,** and

[5] comprises haldal and hardm and aspects other than that are the
mutashabih.*

One of the famous scholars, Ibn Ab1 Hatim records by way of

‘Alf ibn Talhah on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that the muhkamat
(clear passages) refer to nasikh (abrogative), halal (lawful), haram
(prohibited), hudiid (legal punishments), fara ’id (lit. divine precepts,
ordinance of God) and concepts or principles which are believed in
and acted upon, and the mutashdabihdt refer to mansiikh (what has
been abrogated), mugaddam (anteceding or preceding something),
mu’akhkhar (delayed, deferred or postponed), amthal (parables),
agsam (oaths), and things which are believed and not acted upon.*

35

36

37
38
39
40

41
4

Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur’an al- Azim (al-Qahirah: Dar al-Hadith, 2002), vol.2,
7.

Ibn Abi Hatim mentions this in his exegesis, vol. 2, 592. Al-Mawardi also
mentions this in his a/-Nakth wa al-"Uyin, vol. 1, 369.

Al-Zarqani, Mandhil, vol. 2,276-277.

Ibid.

Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’dn, vol. 3, 194.

Al-Firyani records on the authority of Mujahid. See also: Al-Suyutii, al-Itgan,
vol. 2, 3. See also: Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 3, 164.

Al-Zarqani, Manahil, 281.

Al-Suyiti mentions this in al-Durr al-Manthiar in (2/4). Al-Qurtubi also
mentions this in al-Jami‘ lidhkam al-Qur’dn, 4/10. See also: Al-Shawkani,
Fath al-Qadir, vol. 5, 399.
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Another well known author, al-Firyani records on the authority
of Mujahid that the muhkamdt refer to what is in the Qur’an in terms
of that which are lawful (halal) and prohibited (hardm) and anything
other than these are the mutashdabihat.* Al-Muhaddithun (scholars
of Islamic Traditions) such as al-Hakim and others record on the
authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that passages (Qur’an, al-An ‘am: 151-153)*
from the last part of sirat al-An ‘am are muhkamat.* * Abd ibn Hamid
records on the authority of al-Dahhak that the muhkamadt refer to
what were not abrogated out of the passages of the Qur’an and the
mutashabihat refer to what had been abrogated in the Qur’an, but
still recited.*

Later Scholars’ Views

Thus, al-Suyiti (d. 911 H), Ibn al-Qayyim (d. 751 H), Ibn Taymiyyah
(d. 728 H) and Ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab (d. 1206 H) endorsed that the
muhkamat passages were the clear ones in their purpose, ostensible
in terms of meaning and as clear as direct evidence without any
obscurity. The passages dealing with obligatory acts such as saldh
(prayer), zakah (poor-due), siyam (fasting) and virtues such as sabr
(perseverance) and amdnah (trust), birr al-walidayn (goodness to
parents), silat al-rahm (kinship), ihsan (kindness and doing good)

43 Al-Suyutii, al-Itqan, vol. 2, 3.

44 Say: Come, I will rehearse what Allah hath (really) prohibited you from: join
not anything as equal with Him; be good to your parents, kill not your children
on a plea of want; We provide sustenance for you and for them; come not nigh
to shameful deeds, whether open or secret; take not life, which Allah hath made
sacred, except by way to justice and law: thus doth He command you, that ye
may learn wisdom. (Qur’an, al-An ‘am: 151). And come not nigh to the orphans
property, except to improve it, until he attains the age of full strength; give
measure and weight with (full) justice, no burden do We place on any soul, but
that which it can bear whenever ye speak, speak justly, even if a near relative is
concerned; and fulfill the Covenant of Allah; thus doth He command you, that
ye may remember. Verily, this is My Way leading straight: follow it: follow not
(other) paths: they will scatter you about from His (great) Path; thus doth He
command you, that ye may be righteous. (Qur’an, al-4n‘am: 152-153)

45 Al-Suyut, al-Itqdn, vol. 2, 3.

46 Fu’ad “‘Ali Rida, Fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an (Bayrit: Dar Iqra’, 1983), 208-209. This
is mentioned by Ibn ‘Atiyyah in al-Muharrir al-Wajiz, vol. 1, 402.
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to neighbors, invitation to makarim al-akhlag (excellent conduct
and morality), prohibition of viciousness and shameful deeds
(prostitution and adultery), usury and consumption of people’s
wealth unjustly, especially the assets of the orphans, slander and
calumniation, defamation and espionage, killing another human
being unjustly, falsehood and vanities, decreasing in measurement
and other restrictions and forbidden things are all examples of the
muhkamat. These clear muhkamdt passages have their nass (clear text)
referring to the objectives and no other interpretation is conceivable.
The prohibition of vanities is obvious like the commandments on
righteousness and prayer, amanah, etc.”*

However, meanings of the mutashabihdt passages are clearly
different from one another. Such passages are subject to more than
one interpretation. This notion even differs from one madhhab
(school of jurisprudence) to another in terms of methodology and
understanding. However, it is necessary to comprehend the correct
and true interpretation as required. It is undesirable and presumptuous
to distance oneself from it. The true fa’wil (interpretation) or the
nearness to it needs concerted efforts of contemplation, clear-sight,
perspicacity and perceptivity.*® For instance, passages that commence
with al-huraf al-muqatta‘at like alif lam ra, alif lam mim, kaf ha ya
‘ayn sdad, ha mim, ya sin, etc *° are regarded as part of the passages
of the Qur’an containing both ta ‘wil and tafsir.

On the contrary, Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 324 H) observed
that those who had versatile knowledge of the Religion perceived
the meaning of the mutashabihdt. However, Abu Ishaq al-Shirazi
(d. 476 H) claimed that there was no knowledge of which Allah has
reserved for Himself; He has made known everything to scholars
or knowledgeable people (rdsikhin fi al-‘ilm). To substantiate his
point of view, he quotes the passage ‘Al Tmran: 7.5 He further
emphasized that if they (scholars) did not know the meaning of the

47 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 2, 3.

48 Ibid.

49 Ibid.

50 He it is Who has sent down to thee the Book: in it are passages basic or
fundamental (of established meaning); they are the foundation of the Book:
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mutashabihdt, there would not have been any difference between
them and the common people.!

Twentieth century Muslim scholar of the sciences of the

Qur’an, al-Zarqani, classifies the mutashabihat into three.>> They
are:

[1] the entire humanity is not at all capable of accomplishing the
secrets of God as the knowledge of the Self (dhdt) of God and
His realities and characteristics, as well as the knowledge of
Doomsday and other divine secrets belong to God as He states
in passages (al-An‘am:59)%and ( Lugman: 34),>*

[2] human beings are able to acquire some knowledge of the
universe by way of research and

[3] the knowledge of scholars as distinguished from other
common people. It implies that some are acquainted with it
and others are not. Therefore, many examples fill the hearts
of the people with clarity and jjtihad. According to scholars,
those passages that are related to the attributes of God are one
type of mutashabihdt and their meanings are not perceptible
to man.

Al-Zargani, and al-Raghib also admit that the mutashdabihdt

are of three types. The first refers to the impossibility of anybody
knowing the meaning of the Final Hour, emergence of dabbah and
other metaphysical and eschatological issues. Second, there is a way

51
52
53

54

others are allegorical. However, those in whose hearts is perversity follow the
part thereof that is allegorical, seeking discord, and searching for its hidden
meanings, but no one knows its hidden meanings except Allah and those who
are firmly grounded in knowledge say:

We believe in the Book; the whole of it is from our Lord; and none will grasp
the Message except men of understanding.

Anwar Ali, Qur’an the Fundamental Law, vol.1, 89.

Al-Zarqani, Mandhil, 281

With Him are the keys of the Unseen, the treasures that none knoweth but He...
(Qur’an, al-An‘am: 59)

Verily the knowledge of the Hour is with Allah (alone). It is He Who sends
down rain, and He Who knows what is in the wombs. Nor does anyone know
what it is that he will earn on the morrow; Nor does anyone know in what land
he is to die. Verily with Allah is full knowledge and He is acquainted (with all
things). (Qur’an, Lugman: 34)
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for human beings to acquire its knowledge such as strange words
and their legal injunctions, which are difficult to comprehend. Third
is irresolution between two matters to be discerned by some versatile
people of knowledge which is imperceptible to others. This issue
of comprehension by versatile people is justified by citing the du‘a
(supplication) of the Prophet for Ibn ‘Abbas: Alldhumma faqqihhu
fi al-din wa ‘allimhu al-ta’wil (O Allah! make him (Ibn ‘Abbas) an
expert of religion and teach him the art of interpretation).>

Al-Razr’s Views

Al-Razi reiterates that the Qur’an itself portrays that everything
in it is muhkam; it indicates that everything in it is mutashabih; it
also suggests that some of it is muhkam and others mutashabih. For
the proposition that everything in it is muhkam, he quotes passages
from surah Yianus (1) and surah Hiid (1). In these two passages, God
mentions that everything in it is muhkam. This implicitly refers to
the formulation of words in the real sense with a superlative degree
of eloquence. Every passage of the Qur’an shows that the Qur’an
is superior to other literatures in terms of eloquence of words and
profundity of meaning and no one can compete with this inimitable
nature of the Qur’an. For the proposition that everything in it is
mutashabih, he quotes a passage (al-Zumar: 23)%° which means
that the Qur’an’s parts resemble each other in goodness and truth
and are oft-repeated. Also some of its parts serve to testify other
parts. He quotes a passage (a/-Nisa: 82)*" that affirms that there is no
discrepancy in the divine text.’® Al-Razi provides a comprehensive
discussion on the subject stretching over ten pages in his tafsir.

55 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 2, 2.

56 Allah has revealed (from time to time) the most beautiful Message in the form
of'a Book, consistent with itself, (yet) repeating (its teaching in various aspects):
the skins of those who fear their Lord tremble thereat; then their skins and their
hearts do soften to the celebration of Allah’s praises. Such is the guidance of
Allah: He guides therewith whom He pleases, but such as Allah leaves to stray,
can have none to guide.

57 Do they not consider the Qur’an (with care)? Had it been from other than Allah,
they would surely have found therein much discrepancy.

58 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, vol. 7-8, 145.
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Contemporary Exegetes’ Opinions
While commenting on the passage (Qur’an, Al Imran: 7),
twentieth century Austrian Jewish convert-cum-Qur’anic exegete,
Muhammad Asad (d. 1992 A.D), remarks that the field of study of
muhkam and mutashabih passages may well be regarded as a key
to understanding the Qur’an. He refers to al-Tabarl who identifies
the ayat muhkamat (messages that are clear in and by themselves)
with what the philologists and jurists describe as nrass- namely,
ordinances or statements which are self-evident (zahir) by virtue of
their wording. Consequently, Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310 H) regards
as dyat muhkamat only those statements or ordinances of the Qur’an
which do not admit more than one interpretation (which does not, of
course, preclude differences of opinion regarding the implications of
a particular dyah muhkamah).>

However, in Asad’s opinion, “it would be too dogmatic to
regard any passage of the Qur’an which does not conform to the above
definition as mutashabih (allegorical), for there are many statements
in the Qur’an which are liable to more than one interpretation but
are, nevertheless, not allegorical formulation, [that] reveal to the
searching intellect only one possible meaning.”® For this reason,
Asad deliberates that “the dyar mutashabihdt may be defined as
those passages of the Qur’an which are expressed in a figurative
manner, with a meaning that is metaphorically implied but not
directly, in so many words. The dyat muhkamdt are described as the
“essence of the divine writ” (umm al-kitab) because they comprise
the fundamental principles underlying its message and, in particular,
its ethical and social teachings, and it is only on the basis of these
clearly enunciated principles that the allegorical passages can be
correctly interpreted.” ¢!

Another twentieth century subcontinent translator of the
Qur’an, ‘Abd Allah Yisuf “Ali (d. 1953 A.D), perceives that “this
passage (Qur’an, A/ Imran: 7) provides an important clue to the

59 Mohamed Asad, The Message of the Qur’an (Great Britain: Redwood Burn
Limited, 1984), 66.

60 Ibid.

61 Ibid.
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interpretation of the Qur’an. According to him, it refers to [1] the
nucleus or foundation of the Book, literally “the mother of the
Book”, [2] the part which is not of well established meaning; it is
very fascinating to take up the latter and exercise our ingenuity about
its esoteric meaning, but it refers to such profound spiritual matters
that human language is inadequate to express it, and though people
of wisdom may get some insight, no one should be opinionated, as
the final meaning is known to Allah alone.”s2
According to‘Abd Allah Yusuf ‘Ali, “the commentators
usually understand the passages of muhkam to refer to the categorical
orders of the Shari‘ah, which are plain to everyone’s understanding.
The meaning is wider: the “mother of the Book” must include the
very foundation on which all laws rest on the essence of Allah’s
Message, as distinguished from the various illustrative parables,
allegorical descriptions, and ordinances.”®?
According to Pakistani twentieth century exegete, Mawdudi
(d. 1979 A.D), “the muhkam is that which is precise, exact, clear
and decisive, and as such the muhkamat refer to those passages of
the Qur’an which have been so couched as to make their meaning
quite plain without any shade of ambiguity.** They have been
purposely so worded as to make their meaning definite and precise
leaving little room for misinterpretation. These passages constitute
the fundamental principles of the Book. They invite the world to
Islam, teach morals and give warnings; they refute wrong beliefs
and practices and lay down the way of right living; they expound the
fundamentals of religion and state beliefs and practices, morals and
duties, commandments and prohibitions.”®5
In Mawdiidi’s opinion, the mutashdbihat refer to those
passages in which there is a possibility of more than one meaning.
According to him, “their objective is to give a certain minimum

62 ‘Abd Allah Yusuf ‘Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Text, Translation and Commentary,
(Maryland, U.S.A: Amana Corporation, New Revised edn., 1989), 127.

63 Yiusuf ‘Ali, The Holy Qur’an, 127.

64 Abu’l A‘la al-Mawdudi, The Meaning of the Qur’an (Lahore: Islamic
Publications Ltd, 4th edn.,1983), vol. 2, 14

65 Ibid.
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knowledge about the universe, its beginning and end, the position of
man therein and such other basic things, for these things are essential
for the formulation of any system of life.”6 Mawdudi further asserts
“that no human language contains words, expressions, and idioms to
depict clearly those supernatural elements or issues, which have not
yet been understood or grasped by human senses, nor seen nor heard
nor smelt nor touched nor tasted by human beings.”s” That is why
such supernatural elements have to be described in terms of human
life. That is why, Mawdidi believes, the Qur’an uses ambiguous
passages in human language which are liable to give rise to more
than one meaning.

Elaborating further, Mawdiidi emphasizes that “the key benefit
of such mutashabihat passages is that they help a person approach
the Reality and formulate a conception of it. Hence, the more a
person attempts to determine their precise meanings, the more he
gets involved in doubts and ambiguities. But, it is impossible for him
to discover the Reality; rather the exercise will lead him to deviate
from it and eventually cause mischief. Therefore whoever searches
the Truth and does not hanker after superfluities is contented with
the simple idea of Reality he gets from the mutashdabihat passages,
which is enough for him to understand the Qur’an. And whosoever
is obsessed with superfluities he wastes his energy in producing
arbitrary interpretations to the mutashabihat passages.”s

Wisdom behind the Mutashabihat Passages

As described above, the Qur’an constitutes a good number of
mutashabihat passages. Muslim scholars and exegetes declare that
there is some wisdom behind it; Allah alone knows its purposes
including its mysteries. However, according to them, it is possible to
envision some wisdom. First, the mutashabihat components motivate
the ‘ulama’ to exert every conceivable effort to discover the truth
and explore the esoteric dimensions of God’s message.® Second,

66 Ibid.

67 Ibid., 15.

68 Ibid.

69 Rida, Fi ‘Uliim, 208-209.
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Allah revealed the mutashabihat passages in order to test the hearts
of His servants and through their belief in it to establish the firm and
deep-rooted iman (faith; belief) in their hearts so that they devote
themselves for the cause of God and completely surrender to His
will, follow His commandments and forbid what is unlawful.”

Those who do not understand the purpose and message of
Islam and its origin hurl several allegations while referring to this
issue. Observing this phenomenon in the Qur’an, they assume that
there are a number of conflicting statements. Thus, such people
attributed the Revelation to the Prophet and sometimes to poets,
magicians and sorcerers, but the Qur’an posed severe challenges
to them in all circumstances refuting their claims and conjectures.
Hence, they resorted to casting doubt on the perfection of the Qur’an,
its inimitability and its legal injunctions as examples of perfect
organization. As it has been asserted a number of times through
historical and scientific evidences, the Qur’an is infallible from
controversy, discrepancy and contradiction; there is no inadequacy,
conflict, inconsistency, incompatibility, deficiency, fuzziness and
prolixity in it, which Allah testifies in a passage. (Qur’an, a/-Nisd:
82)7!

Articulating this issue, al-Zarkashi in his a/-Burhan insists that
the wisdom behind God’s inclusion of the mutashdabihat passages in
the Qur’an was to make Muslims not only confined to the muhkamat,
rather through the understanding of the mutashabihat, they should
make concerted efforts to acquire the knowledge of arts and human
sciences and explore profoundly the realities and the objectives of
the message of the Qur’an.”

Nevertheless, some of the opponents, adversaries and even
slanderers of various backgrounds read and study the Qur’an through

70 Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 3, 170.

71 Do they not consider the Qur’an (with care)? Had it been from other than Allah,
they would surely have found therein much discrepancy.

72 Anwar ‘Ali, Qur’an the Fundamental Law, vol. 1, 91. It is taken by him from
al-Burhan authored by al-Zarkashi, vol. 2. 75. He also quotes it on the authority
of Salily’s, Mabahith fi*Ulim al-Qur ’dan, 409-410.
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preconceived ideas and notions and mislead people to disregard
the divine origin of the text of the Qur’an by presenting distorted
information, especially on the issue in discussion. Owing to their
absolute ignorance of the meaning of the Arabic terms, idioms,
phrases and styles of intellectual expressions, they pass judgments
as though there are discrepancies and contradictions in it. However,
any sensible person free from malice, rancor and aversion would be
in a position to observe that these passages are in harmony with one
another.”

The Mutashabihdt Passages in the Qur’an

Muslim scholars feel that some confusion could arise concerning the
issue of the mutashabihdt in the Qur’an if it is left as it is without
further clarifying the issue. According to them, it may even mislead
and cause great confusion and generate intellectual dissension
leading to dispute amidst the scholars and people. Therefore, it is
appropriate to identify the passages that refer to this issue to dispel
the misunderstandings and ambiguities that may arise as a result of
different interpretations. From the classical exegetes’ viewpoints
of exegesis, it can been inferred that elements or passages of the
mutashabihat in the Qur’an are [1] abbreviated letters,’* [2] Allah’s
attributes,” [3] invisible creatures,’® [4] metaphysical dimensions,”
[5] eschatological issues’ and [6] miracles.

Abbreviated Letters

The Qur’an employs abbreviated letters (al-hurif al-muqatta‘dt) in
twenty-nine chapters. It has been affirmed that the abbreviated letters
prefixed to a number of chapters were in common use predominantly
in Arabic literature during the period when the Qur’an was revealed.

73 Al-Suyiti, al-Itqan, vol.1, 2-4.

74 Al-Zarqani, Mandhil, vol. 2, 272.

75 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, vol. 7-8, 144-154.
76 Al-Zarqani, Mandhil, vol. 2, 272.

77 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 2, 2.

78 Al-Zarqani, Mandhil, vol. 2, 272.
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Poets and rhetoricians adopted this style and instances of this can even
be found in pre-Islamic poetry. No one objected to or questioned their
use, because it was no enigma to them. Even the bitterest opponents
and adversaries who never missed an opportunity to criticize the
Qur’an found nothing objectionable in the use of the abbreviated
letters. However, as their use was abandoned with the passage of
time, it became difficult for the exegetes to determine their exact
meaning and significance. An ordinary reader, however, need not
worry about their meanings because they make no difference as far
as the guidance is concerned.”

It seems that there is no precise meaning to these letters and
thus the message conveyed by them is uncertain. Muslim scholars
and exegetes offer a variety of explanations.®® According to them,
these letters may refer to:

[a] the names of God,

[b] the abbreviations or symbols of something else,

[c] the names of the chapters of the Qur’an,?!

[d] the initials of the Companions who wrote the chapters,

[e] the abbreviation for certain sentences and words,

[f] the parts of the names of God,

[g] the abbreviation for certain numerical significance,

[h] the Semitic letters, which contain numerical value,

[i] the names of the Qur’an,

[j] the part of the Qur’anic message relevant to the Prophet,

[k] the secrets between God and the Prophet which have not been
disclosed to anybody,

[1] the category of the mutashabihat whose meaning is known to
God alone,

[m]the abbreviations or code words common to other languages of
the world, and

[n] the abbreviations of lengthy passages that were common to Arabs.

79 Mawdudi, The Meaning, vol. 1, 53.

80 Ibid.

81 Mahmid ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘Iimiyyah, 1996), vol. 1, 37.
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It is appropriate to record the wisdom behind God’s
prerogative of having the knowledge of the mutashdabihat in the
Qur’an. It is impossible even for knowledgeable people to delve into
the exact meaning of the mutashabihat. Perhaps, Allah wishes to
test the intellect of human beings just as He tests their intellect’s
endurance. Allah tests man’s endurance through such obligatory acts
as tawaf (circumambulation of the ka ‘bah as part of the pilgrimage
ceremonies), sa7 (the ceremony of running seven times between
Safa and Marwah performed during the pilgrimage), wugiif (halting)
at ‘Arafah and Muzdalifah, throwing stones on al-Shaytan (Satan) in
Mina and so on. Similarly, the conditions of taharah (purification)
for salah are also a trial. Hence, human beings are required to follow
the orders of practicing ‘ibddah willingly and submissively.$?

Likewise, the intellect is also put to test in order to understand
the mutashabihat in the Qur’an as the truth without any skepticism.
The human beings do not have the ability to accomplish the meanings
of this dimension on their own, for its knowledge belongs to Allah
alone. They should know that in the presence of the Lord, they are
incapable and feeble and are given very little amount of knowledge,
a fact we can derive from the message of one of the passages of the
Qur’an, though not directly. They should further know that they are
always in need of Him.®

Allah’s Attributes

On the issue of the attributes (sifat) of Allah, it is not possible to
reach true understanding (of the power of Allah) for it is beyond
man’s intellectual ability and comprehension. It is remarked that
the attributes mentioned in the Qur’an are not mutashdbihdt but,
according to some scholars, only the language used to delineate
them fall under this category due to the lack of clarity of meaning.%*
It has been indicated that the literal meaning of the attributes may
not be relevant for they lead to enormous misunderstanding. For

82 Al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, vol.1, 37.
83 Ibid.
84 Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 3, 194.
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instance, the Qur’an uses the term ‘arsh {Throne (of authority)} in
passages (Qur’an, al-A rdaf: 54),° (Qur’an, Yanus: 3),% (Qur’an, al-
Ra‘d: 2),* (Qur’an, TaHa: 5),% (Qur’an, al-Furgan: 59),% (Qur’an,
al-Sajdah: 4),”° and (Qur’an, al-Hadid: 4 ).*' It seems difficult to arrive
at the most appropriate, accurate and precise meaning for this word.
Likewise, the Qur’an uses God’s hand in passages A/ ‘Imrdn: 26°* and

85

86

87

88

89

90

91

92

Your Guardian-Lord is Allah, Who created the heavens and the earth in six Days,
and is firmly established on the Throne (of authority): He draweth the night as
a veil o’er the day, each seeking the other in rapid succession: He created the
sun, the moon, and the stars, (all) governed by laws under His command. Is it
not His to create and to govern? Blessed be Allah, the Cherisher and Sustainer
of the worlds!

Verily your Lord is Allah, Who created the heavens and the earth in six Days,
and is firmly established on the Throne (of authority), regulating and governing
all things. No intercessor (can plead with Him) except after His leave (hath been
obtained).This is Allah your Lord; Him therefore serve ye: will ye not celebrate
His praises?

Allah is He Who raised the heavens without any pillars that ye can see; is firmly
established on the Throne (of Authority); He has subjected the sun and the moon
(to His law)! Each one runs (its course) for a term appointed. He doth regulate
affairs, explaining the Signs in detail that ye may believe with certainty in the
meeting with your Lord.

(Allah) Most Gracious is firmly established on the Throne (of authority).

He Who created the heavens and the earth and all that is between, in six days,
and is firmly established on the Throne (of authority): Allah, Most Gracious:
ask thou, then, about Him of any acquainted (with such things).

It is Allah Who has created the heavens and the earth, and all between them,
in six Days, and is firmly established on the Throne (of authority): ye have
none, besides Him, to protect or intercede (for you): will ye not then receive
admonition?

He it is Who created the heavens and the earth in six Days, and is moreover
firmly established on the Throne (of authority). He knows what enters within
the earth and what comes forth out of it, what comes down from heaven and
what mounts up to it. And He is with you wheresoever ye may be. And Allah
sees well all that ye do.

Say: O Allah! Lord of Power (and Rule), thou givest Power to whom Thou
pleasest, and Thou strippest off power from whom Thou pleasest, thou enduest
with honor whom thou pleasest, and thou bringest low whom Thou pleasest; in
Thy hand is all Good. Verily, over all things thou hast power.
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73, al-Ma’idah: 64,°* al-Fath: 10, al-Hadid: 29,°° Ya Sin: 83,77
Sdad: 75,% and al-Mulk: 1. Another example is the use of God’s
eyes in passages Hud: 37,'° al-Mu 'minun: 27, al-Tur: 48,'°> and
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And believe no one unless he follows your religion. Say: True guidance is the
guidance of Allah; (fear ye) lest a revelation be sent to someone (else) like unto
that which was sent unto you. Or that those (receiving such revelation) should
engage you in argument before your Lord. Say: All bounties are in the hand of
Allah: He granteth them to whom He pleaseth; and Allah careth for all, and He
knoweth all things.

The Jews say: Allah’s hand is tied up. Be their hands tied up and be they accursed
for the (blasphemy) they utter. Nay, both His hands are widely outstretched: He
giveth and spendeth (of His bounty) as He pleaseth. But the revelation that
cometh to thee from Allah increaseth in most of them their obstinate rebellion
and blasphemy. Amongst them We have placed enmity and hatred till the Day
of Judgment.

Every time they kindle the fire of war, Allah doth extinguish it; but they (ever)
strive to do mischief on earth. And Allah loveth not those who do mischief.
Verily those who plight their fealty to thee do no less than plight their fealty
to Allah: the Hand of Allah is over their hands: Then anyone who violates His
oath, does so to the harm of his own soul, and anyone who fulfills what he has
covenanted with Allah, Allah will soon grant him a great Reward.

That the People of the Book may know that they have no power whatever over
the Grace of Allah that (His) Grace is (entirely) in His Hand, to bestow it on
whomsoever He wills. For Allah is the Lord of Grace abounding.

So glory to Him in Whose hands is the dominion of all things; and to Him will
ye be all brought back.

(Allah) said: O Iblis! What prevents thee from prostrating thyself to one whom I
have created with My hands? Art thou haughty? Or art thou one of the high (and
mighty) ones?

Blessed be He in Whose hands is Dominion: and He over all things hath
Power.

100 But construct an Ark under Our eyes and Our inspiration, and address Me no

(further) on behalf of those who are in sin: for they are about to be overwhelmed
(in the Flood).

101 So We inspired him (with this message): Construct the Ark within Our sight

and under Our guidance: then when comes Our command, and the fountains
of the earth gush forth, take thou on board pairs of every species, male and
female, and thy family except those of them against whom the Word has
already gone forth: and address Me not in favor of the wrongdoers; for they
shall be drowned (in the Flood).

102 Now await in patience the command of thy Lord: for verily thou art in Our

eyes: and celebrate the praises of thy Lord the while thou standest forth.
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al-Qamar: 14,1

In this category of the mutashabihdt, as an example, we take
the word istawa’ which appears in sirah TaHa: 5 for discussion. A
famous linguist Abli Bakr ibn al-Arabi (al-Maliki) reports “that the
word istawd’ contains fifteen meanings in the Arabic language. Ibn
Rajab al-Hanbali explains the term al-istawa’, as al-istila’, which
means subjugating. When al-istila’is used to explain this passage, it
implies that Allah has subjugated the ‘arsh with a subjugation that is
without a beginning, like all the attributes of Allah. If the passage is
explained in this form, it means that Allah has been attributed with
subjugating the ‘arsh before it was created in the same way that
Allah was attributed with being the Creator before He created the
world of creations. In this context, the scholars use the term al-azal,
which means the status of existing without a beginning. Thus, it can
be said that Allah subjugated the ‘arsh without a beginning. Yet, the
mutashabihat insist on taking the literal meaning, whereby to say
istawa’ means that Allah sits on the throne and firmly establishes
Himself on it.”104

In his al-Mu ‘tagad, al-Bayhaqi narrates, with a chain (sanad)
traceable back to al-‘Awza‘i, Imam Malik, Sufyan al-Thawri, and
al-Layth ibn Sa‘d that “when they were asked about the passages
(ayats) and the prophetic traditions (ahadith) which belonged to
the category of the mutashabihat, they replied to unconditionally
accepting them as they were revealed without asking the question
‘how’ about them. This was because if anyone asked the question
‘how?’ the answer would be, ‘like this or that.” Everything in the
universe other than Allah is a creation. Thus, to interpret ‘like this
or that’ would imply ‘like this or that created thing’ and Allah is
not created, nor begotten. Anything a person can imagine, Allah is
different from it. When it was said: “...without asking a question
‘how’ to them,” they implied that Allah was clear of being attributed
with sitting, resting, moving, limbs, bodies, and parts. They did not
mean that His istawd’of the Throne (‘arsh) has a ‘how’ of which we

103 She floats under Our eyes (and care): a recompense to one who had been
rejected (with scorn)!
104 www.scribd.com/doc/16794301/Ayat-of-the-Quran-Muhkam-and-Mutashabih
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are ignorant. On the contrary, the scholars completely negated that a
‘how’ could be applied to Allah. So the statement of those who say
“Allah sits on the Throne, but we do not know how,” is rejected on
the basis of what these scholars have stated. Anyone with a sound
mind knows that sitting, no matter how it is, is an attribute of human
bodies. Occupying places necessitates a ‘how’ and applies to human
bodies. Furthermore, color and touching are attributes of bodies and
‘how’ applies to them. Therefore, it is improper or irrational to apply
all these human actions to Allah. For, He is not a human nor has a
human body.”105

In this context, Imam al-Haramayn (d.478 H) and other
scholars recommend that the word istawd’ ‘ala al-‘arsh which refers
to the personality of Allah should be understood through the medium
of ta’wil.'% Meanwhile, when Imam Malik was asked with regard
to the above word, he replied that ‘we know istawd’ but we do not
know its reality and to discuss this further will lead to innovation
(bid ah).'7

Invisible Creatures

The Qur’an refers to invisible creatures in a number of passages.
As stated above, the passages dealing with such creatures are
regarded as an integral part of the issue of the mutashabihat. The
two invisible creatures that the Qur’an refers to are [1] mald’ikah
(angels) and [2] Jinns (unseen beings). The Qur’an briefly speaks
about angels without much elaboration except that they serve God in
His dominion and administration eighty-eight times. They carry out
the commandments of God. By nature, they do not disobey. They,
like human beings worship and serve God.!°® The Qur’an also draws
attention of man to jinns forty four times. They are created out of
fire.'” They are responsible and accountable for their deeds. Iblis,

105 TIbid.

106 Ibid.

107 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqdn, vol. 2, 8.

108 I have only created jinns and men, that they may serve Me. (Qur’an, al-
Dhariyat: 56)

109 And He created Jinns from fire free of smoke. (Qur’an, al-Rahman: 15)
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the greatest enemy of man who influenced Adam, the very first man
was a jinn.""" Apart from these brief descriptions, the Qur’an does
not contain any other detail about them.

Metaphysical Dimensions

The Qur’an also refers to the metaphysical world or the world of the
unseen (al-‘alam al-ghaybiyyat). It is not possible for human beings
to comprehend the reality and nature of the metaphysical world that
the Qur’an refers to, though some interpretations are available based
on conjectures. Even the most advanced and highly sophisticated
scientific experimentations and observations cannot help understand
these metaphysical phenomena. In this regard, the Qur’an draws
human being’s attention to celestial things such as al-sama’ (sky),
al-dukhdn (smoke) and shihdb (a flaming fire). The term al-samd’ is
mentioned one hundred and twenty times in the singular form and one
hundred and ninety times in the plural form. Since these statements
seem to be vague, they require further explanation. However,
Muslim scholars argue that it is not easy to understand what they
exactly refer to. The term al-dukhdn is mentioned twice in passages
(Qur’an, Fussilat: 11" and al-Dukhan: 10).1'? The term shihab (a
flaming fire) is mentioned four times in the Qur’an. In passages,
al-Hijr: 18, shihdbun mubin (a flame clear to see),'3 al-Saffat: 10,
shihdabun thaqibun (piercing flame),"'* al-Jinn: 8, shuhban (flaming

110 Behold! We said to the angels, “Bow down to Adam”: they bowed down except
Iblis. He was one of the Jinns, and he broke the Command of his Lord. Will
ye then take him and his progeny as protectors rather than Me? And they are
enemies to you! Evil would be the exchange for the wrongdoers! (Qur’an, al-
Kahf: 50)

111 Moreover He Comprehended in His design the sky, and it had been (as) smoke:
He said to it and to the earth: “Come ye together, willingly or unwillingly. They
said: “We do come (together), in willing obedience.”

112 Then watch thou for the Day that the sky will bring forth a kind of smoke (or
mist) plainly visible.

113 But any that gains a hearing by stealth, is pursued by a flaming fire, bright (to
see).

114 Except such as snatch away something by stealth, and they are pursued by a
flaming fire, of piercing brightness.
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fires),'’s and al-Jinn: 9, shihdaban rasadan (a flame lying in wait for
him)"'¢ are mentioned. The exact import of the term is unclear.

Eschatological Issues

The Qur’an refers to a number of eschatological issues. Among
them, the life after death is paramount and it draws the concern of
many scholars in terms of its real meaning. Some of the significant
terms found in the text of the Qur’an are barzakh, jannah, jahannam
and akhirah. The term barzakh (partition) appears once in a passage
(Qur’an, al-Mu’minin: 100)."7 It explains that there is a barrier or
partition (barzakh) between this physical and the other spiritual
worlds. However, it is difficult to discern the true nature of the world
of the barrier as there are no details in the Text.

Then, the Qur’an contains the term jannah (paradise or
heaven) which is used one hundred and forty times. It literally means
Garden. Even though jannah is described as the place of pleasure,
happiness and comfort for those who will be rewarded with this after
death, it is still somewhat difficult to comprehend other dimensions
including its nature, structure and form. The term al-dkhirah (Last
day or Doomsday) is used one hundred and fifteen times. It refers
to another world which is different from this physical world. Again,
it seems quite difficult to understand its nature. The term jahannam
(hell-fire) appears seventy seven times. It is the place for evil doers
of this world. Even though all these terms convey a certain meaning
and understanding, yet they are considered ambiguous as far as the
exact meaning is concerned.

Miracles
The Qur’an refers to a number of miracles. The prophets and
messengers of God performed such miracles to strengthen the Divine

115 And we pried into the secrets of heaven; but we found it filled with stern guards
and flaming fires.

116 We used, indeed, to sit there in (hidden) stations, to (steal) a hearing; but any
who listens now will find a flaming fire watching him in ambush.

117 In order that | may work righteousness in the things I neglected. By no means! It
is but a Lord he says, before them is a Partition till the Day they are raised up.
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claim that God is All-Powerful and their respective institution of
prophethood as the divinely ordained one. For instance, the Qur’an
mentions miracles performed by prophets with the help of God
such as the emergence of She-camel in passages (Qur’an, al-A4 ‘raf:
7318 and 77,''° Hud: 64,'2 Bani Isra’il: 59,'2' al-Shu‘ara’: 155 and
others).!> The Qur’an also mentions the fire that could not burn
prophet Ibrahim (peace be upon him) in a passage in al-Anbiya’:
69,'> conversion of the stick of prophet Miisa (peace be upon him)
into a snake in a passage in 7aHa: 20,'?* the white and shining hand
of prophet Miisa (peace be upon him) in a passage in TaHa: 22,'»
and the miraculous birth of prophet ‘Isa (peace be upon him) without
any biological father in a passage in A/ ‘Imrdan: 45-47. 126

118 To the Thamud people (We sent) Salih, one of their own brethren: he said:”O
my people! Worship Allah; ye have no other god but Him. Now hath come
unto you a clear (sign) from your Lord! This she-camel of Allah is a sign unto
you: so leave her to graze in Allah’s earth, and let her come to no harm, or ye
shall be seized with a grievous punishment.

119 Then they ham-strung the she-camel, and insolently defied the order of their
Lord, saying: “O Salih! Bring about thy threats, if thou art a messenger (of
Allah)!

120 And O my people! This she-camel of Allah is a symbol to you: leave her to
feed on Allah’s (free) earth, and inflict no harm on her, or a swift Penalty will
seize you!

121 And We refrain from sending the Signs, only because the men of former
generations treated them as false: We sent the She-camel: to the Thamid to
open their eyes, but they treated her wrongfully: We only send the Signs by
way of terror (and warning from evil).

122 He said: Here is a she-camel: she has a right of watering, and ye have a right of
watering, (severally) on a day appointed.

123 We said, “O Fire! be thou cool, and (a means of)) safety for Abraham!

124 He threw it, and behold! It was a snake, active in motion.

125 Now draw thy hand close to thy side: it shall come forth white (and shining),
without harm (or stain) as another Sign.

126 Behold! The angels said “O Mary! Allah giveth thee glad tidings of a Word
from Him: his name will be Christ Jesus, the son of Mary, held in honor in this
world and the Hereafter and of (the company of) those nearest to Allah.” “He
shall speak to the people in childhood and in maturity, and he shall be (of the
company) of the righteous.” She said: “O my Lord! How shall I have a son
when no man hath touched me?” He said: “Even so: Allah createth what He
willeth; when He hath decreed a Plan, He but saith to it ‘Be’, and it is!
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ISSUES IN THE UNDERSTANDING MUHKAM AND
MUTASHABIH PASSAGES OF THE QUR’AN

In the series of information about miracles performed by
prophets and messengers, elevation of prophet ‘Isa (peace be upon
him) to Heaven alive referred to in passages al-Nisa: 157-158 127
and prophet Muhammad’s (peace be upon him) experience of the
night journey (isra’ and mi‘raj) are among the miraculous events.
According to the Qur’an, they occurred and Muslims believe in their
occurrence indisputably. Nonetheless, a number of human beings
were unable to perceive the mysteries behind them. Eventually, they
(unbelievers) rejected them. This is mentioned in a passage in the
Qur’an (Bani Isra’il: 1).128

Conclusion

The above discourse leads us to infer and state unequivocally
that the concept of muhkamat and mutashabihdat passages exists
in the Qur’an. Muslim scholars have defined them and advanced
interpretations based on a number of examples from the Text and
other historical sources of exegetical history. Having gone through
the complications of the issue under discussion, a reader may raise a
question as to how one can believe in the truth of the mutashdabihat
passages as explained above. The probable answer is that a proper
and comprehensive study of the innumerable muhkamat passages
will convince a sensible person in his belief that the Qur’an contains
the Words of Allah and nothing else, in addition to other relevant
logical arguments in support of the theory of the authenticity of
the Text, both historically and scientifically. Upon conviction and
dynamic faith in the concept of revelation and its origin that it has

127 That they said (in boast), “We killed Christ Jesus the son of Mary, the
Messenger of Allah;” but they killed him not, nor crucified him, but so it was
made to appear to them, and those who differ therein are full of doubts, with
no (certain) knowledge, but only conjecture to follow for of a surety they killed
him not. Nay, Allah raised him up unto Himself; and Allah is exalted in Power,
wise.

128 Glory to (Allah) Who did take His Servant for Journey by night from the
Sacred Mosque to the Farthest Mosque, whose precincts We did Bless in order
that We might show him some of Our Signs: for He is the One Who heareth and
seeth (all things).
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come down from the Creator, it can be asserted that the concept of
mutashabihat passages will not create any suspicion in his mind
and he will accept simple meanings which are within his ability and
comprehension. Hence, it may be concluded that the understanding
of the ambiguous passages may not arise if the views of scholars and
exegetes of different periods are taken into account sincerely with a
positive, unbiased, constructive and neutral mind, which is in line
with the Islamic approach to knowledge.
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