Jews in the Qur’an: An Evaluation of the Naming and the Content
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Names for Jews

Bani Isra’1l, al-Yahtd, Yahadt, Had, alladhtna hada, ahl al-kitab, ahl
al-dhikr, alladhina Gta al-kitab
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The Qur’anic ‘Banu Isra’1l’ is used mostly in relation to the period
between the times of the Prophets Moses and Jesus

The Qur’anic ‘al-yahud’ is used almost entirely with reference to the
period of Islam

Emphasizing
commonalities

Despite the existence of some hostile groups or individuals among the
people of the book, a positive tone is preserved by emphasizing
common points between them and Muslims
- “We believe in the revelation which has come down to us and
in that which came down to you; Our God and your God is
one; and it is to Him we surrender”
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Not all bad

The Qur’an highlights that among them are good and bad
- “Not all of them are alike: of the People of the Book are a
group that stand ... they enjoin what is right and forbid what is
wrong and they hasten in good works” ,
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- “There is from among them a party on the right course but
many of them follow a course that is evil”
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Categories of good

The well-behaved among the people of the book, those who believe in
the Prophet in secret, and those who believe in the Prophet openly

If the verses praising the ahl al-kitab only referred to those among
them who became Muslim, it would beg the question why they
continued to be called ahl al-kitdb and not simply Muslims

The bad apples

Verses critical of the ahl al-kitab are mainly directed at the better
educated, especially among the Jews
- “And when there comes to them a Book from Allah, confirming
what is with them, although before they had prayed for victory




against those who disbelieve, when there comes to them that

which they [should] have recognized, they refuse to believe in
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Band Isra’1l in the
Qur’an

In the Meccan verses, the term is used as a reference to the historical
people and the main themes are the encounter of Prophet Moses with
Pharaoh and the saving of the people of Israel under the leadership of
Moses from their slavery in Egypt
- The people of Israel are mentioned as a people living a
persecuted life due to their faith
- Early Muslims are reminded that the people of Israel
were eventually rescued and elevated by God
- “And We made a people, considered weak [and of no
account], inheritors of lands in both east and west,
lands whereon We sent down Our blessmgs
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In the Medinan passages, the emphasis is on the covenant made
between God and the people of Israel
- God took their word and showed His favor to them by giving
them the book and sending them prophets
- Inthese later passages, a comparison is implied between the
insincerity and hostility of the Jews toward Muslims and the
opposition of the people of Israel against their prophets and
their repeated breaking of the covenant
- “We took the covenant of the Children of Israel and
sent them messengers. Every time there came to them
a messenger with what they themselves desired not,
some they called impostors, and some they slay”
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Jewish scholars and
laymen in the Qur’an

The Qur’an recognizes that there are those who “judged the Jews by
God's Scripture,” on the other hand, there are those who “distort the
Scripture with their tongues’
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Ordinary Jews are criticized for “taking their rabbis to be their lords”
and “not knowing their Scripture”
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Main criticism

Jews’ resistance to the message of the Qur'an
“And when it is said to them, ‘Believe in what Allah has
revealed,” they say, ‘We believe [only] in what was revealed to
us.” And they disbelieve in what came after it, while it is the




truth conflrmlng that which is with them”
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Criticism in the Bible
and Torah

Comparison to the
Qur’an

Jewish religious leaders are mentioned as acting against Jesus and
his followers and being responsible for his killing
- Matthew 26:59: “The chief priests and the elders and the entire
Sanhedrin searched for false witness against Jesus to put Him
to death”

The Torah mentions the people of Israel frequently acting in a
disobedient way despite the covenant they made
- Numbers 14:23: “Because all those men seeing My glory and
My signs which | did in Egypt and in the wilderness, and have
tempted Me now these ten times, and have not listened to My
voice”

Both the Qur’an and the Bible testify to the wrongdoings of the people
of Israel
- Judges 2:11-12: “The children of Israel did evil in the sight of
the Lord and served the Baals. They abandoned the Lord God
of their fathers, who brought them out of the land of Egypt.
They followed after other gods, the gods of the peoples around
them. They worshiped them and provoked the Lord to anger”

The critical tone of the Qur’an toward Jews is not as harsh as the
criticism expressed in the Hebrew Bible and in the New Testament

Salvation

Ibn ‘Ashar

Ibn Kathir

Ibn ‘Ashar

Belief in the Prophet Muhammad 5% is a necessary condition for
salvation

“If the People of the Book had believed and feared Allah, We would
have written off their evil deeds and would have surely admitted them
to the Gardens of Bliss™ o o o
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“Say, ‘O people of the Book, you have nothing to stand on, unless you
uphold the Torah and the Injil and what has been sent down to you
from your Lord”
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“So if they believe as you believe, they are indeed on the right path”
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“O you People of the Book! Believe in what We have [now] revealed,




Baghawt

confirming what was [already] with you, before We rub off faces and
turn them shaped like their backs, or lay a curse upon them”
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Change in tone

There is a gradual change in style of the verses on the people of the
book
- The seemingly harsh verses must be understood within the
context of the relations between the Prophet and the Jews
- The Jews of Medina acted against the Muslim
community in the most critical times, despite their being
in a covenant relationship with them
- “Those with whom you have entered into a
treaty, then they break their treaty each time,
and they do not fear Allah”
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- The Medinan verses, similarly, emphasize the betrayal
of the people of Israel of their covenant with God
Friendship Verses such as “take not the Jews and Christians for

friends/protectors” are in reference to times of war and do not
preclude having civil relations in times of peace
- The Prophet Muhammad sz had commercial relations with
the Jews
- The Prophet it purchased food grains from a Jew on
credit and mortgaged his iron armor to him
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