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Abstract

The geographical and cultural milieu of 7th-century Arabia, while
lacking a unified political structure, was intellectually vibrant and religiously
diverse. It served as a crossroads for ancient tribal beliefs and monotheistic
influences. Orientalist scholars have long argued that the Quranic narratives
and legal frameworks were derived from pre-existing Arabic translations or
detailed oral/written versions of the Torah and the Gospels available in the
Hejaz.This research critically evaluates this hypothesis by addressing two
fundamental questions: Were physical manuscripts of the Torah and Gospels
present during the Prophetic era, and did Arabic translations of the Bible exist
at that time? Through a rigorous analysis of Quranic verses, Hadith literature
(specifically from Sahih Bukhari), and the historical insights of scholars like
Sidney Griffith and Richard Bell, this study demonstrates that while Hebrew
and Syriac manuscripts existed among the Jewish and Christian communities
of Medina and Mecca, they were often fragmentary or sectarian in nature.
Furthermore, historical and linguistic evidence refutes the existence of a
standardized Arabic Bible during the 7th century. The study concludes that the
Quranic discourse on previous scriptures serves as a divine confirmation and
guardian (Muhaymin) rather than a product of contemporary literary
borrowing, as suggested by the Orientalist tradition.

Keywords: Quranic Studies, Orientalism, 7th-Century Arabia,
Biblical Intertextuality, Arabic Bible Translations, Pre-Islamic Hejaz,
Muhaymin, Sidney Griffith, Hadith Literature, Manuscript Culture
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" The only literal qutation from the Hebrew Bible, Psalms, after the
remembrance, [is] " The Erath shall be the inheritance of my righteous
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servants, Surely in this is a massage delivered unto a people who
serve."(Arberry)."*
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"The most important evidence for the earliest translations of the
Bible into Arabic is to be found in the surviving manuscripts that have
preserved these translations down to modern times. But there are also
references in the historical literature, which is for the most part of Muslim
origin, that speak of the early translations, and it seems best to mention them
in the first place and then to discuss the evidence of preserved manuscripts."21
St S b "Baumstark"«<_ J&1 581 £ T sl 8l L el s Ol

e WU TS £ LGS

" Baumstark noticed that the Gospel quotations of lbn Ishaqg in the
eighth century originated from a very peculiar Syriac version which was
preserved only in a Palestinian Syriac lectionary of the Gospels. Moreover, he
points out that early Muslim authors of the ninth century (e.g. Ibn Qutayba in
Kitab al-maarif, and at-Tabri in Kitab ad-din wad-dawla) cited a few passages
of the Gospels in Arabic from a Syriac Vorlage which is neither the Peshitta
nor the Harklean but rather an old Syriac version. Since Baumstark believed
that the old Syriac version disappeared under the ruling of Bishop Rabulla of
Edessa (411-435), he went on to claim that there must have been an Arabic
version of the Gospels translated from an old Syriac Vorlage, made long
before Islam, and used by Muslim scholars in the eighth/ninth century."?
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"There is every reason to believe that he [Ibn Ishag] found it [a
version of the Gospel] in Syriac, and that he alone, or with the help of an
Arabic speaking Christian, put it into an Arabic idiom that would be both
comprehensible and doctrinally reinforcing to Muslim readers. There is no
reason to believe that Ibn Ishaq's quotation is dependent upon a pre-existent,
Christian, Arabic version of the Gospel."?®

-:z_ﬁﬁl}Q/égvﬁ“,a}gfﬁuau?Jfu}/uﬁdrﬁdﬂqi/qﬁmﬂé,}%f&i«

" According to the Muslim historian, Abul-Hasan Ali al-Masudi
(d.956 CE) one of the best-known Christian translators of the Baghdad
translation movement, Hunayn ibn Ishaq (808-873), translated a portion of the
Bible into Arabic from the Greek of the Septuagint. As al-Masudi put it in
regard to the Septuagint, "This text has been translated a number of times into
Arabic by earlier and more recent scholars, among them Hunayn ibn Ishag.
For most people it [i.e., the Septuagint] is the soundest of the texts of the
Torah." While no trace of Hunayn's translation seems to have survived, al-
Masudis remark that by his time the Bible had been translated a number of
times into Arabic certainly rings true. The famous bio-bibliographer, Anul-
Faraj Muhammad ibn Ishaqg ibn an-Nadim (d.995/8), speaks in his Kitab al-
Fihrist of the translations made by one Ahmad ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam, a
scholar of the time of Harun ar-Rashid (786-809)."%*

A3 Eb G s LS f o L ol i 200 JEL P ol of

"What we have to do with is not a native Arab Church, or any deep
impression of Christianity upon the Arab tribes, though some of them were
Christian in name, but rather with Christian Churches on the confines of
Arabia exercising upon the ruder inhabitants of the Peninsula a certain amount
of influence and attraction. In this way a certain knowledge of Christianity
must have been diffused throughout Arabia. This influence of Christianity
upon Arabia came principally from three centres, viz. Syria in the north-west,
Mesopotamia in the north-east, and Abyssinia in the west, which may have
exercised its influence directly across the Red Sea, but did so principally, as
we shall see, by way of Yaman in the south, which was for a time subject to an
Abyssinian dynasty."*
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"Muhammadan translations of the Bible into Arabic-and that is strong
proof that Christianity had not found any footing at all among the Arabs in

early times", is fairly conclusive. It is borne out by study of

conditions at a later period. The language of Christianity in the East
was Aramaic (or Syriac), and there is no evidence of a Christian Church using
Arabic in its services."?
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The Gospel, therefore, was not altogether unknown at Mecca, though
in an imperfect and garbled form. Four "Inquirers™ are spoken of by tradition
as in search of the "true religion,"” at that time expected to appear. One of these
was the aged Waraca, a cousin of Khadija, who is said to have written out
some parts."?’
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" The differences went deeper than legend, however. Christians and
Jews both venerated the Bible, yet they held up different versions of it. And
when it what these books might mean, there was intense argument not only
between but within the two monotheisms. Jews were divided between the
teachings of this rabbi or that, between the Jerusalem Talmud and the new
Babylonian one, or between legalism and messianism. And the Christians
were still more deeply divided, caught up in bitter and sometimes violent
internecine rivalry. Seemingly abstruse questions as to whether Jesus was both
God and man, or God in human form —whether he had one nature or two—
had become highly politicized, creating such deep rifts that the Byzantine
Empire was essentially at war with itself as various provinces sided with

one theopolitical entity or another.28

n-f;gjwjgf"mawﬂwadﬁu;igwﬁiuwng/é&b?%TJﬁéf?Kﬁu4c
o

" Though we must not conclude from this that the Jews knew nothing
of the Scriptures and, though we hear of schools among them and even of their

reading the sacred writings in the original, still we must doubt, if there was
any widely diffused critical knowledge of the Scriptures, and we may be quite
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certain that Muhammad himself possessed none. Many passages testify to this.
First, we may take a passage already quoted, where he says he had formerly no
knowledge of reading and writing, and then Sura XLII. 52,7 where he denies
any previous acquaintance with * the Book™ or the " Faith."%

_:‘Lt'dg,f;]u
"...because of his own ignorance especially, but also on account of
that of the Jews around him, Muhammad could attain to no knowledge of the
Hebrew Scriptures, though on the other hand he had abundant opportunity to

study Judaism with its wealth of tradition and legend as it lived in the mouth
of the people."*°
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