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Prior

Objective: This article offers a critical Quranic examination of
Orientalist claims concerning the Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUHH)
prior knowledge of Jewish and Christian traditions. The central
question addressed is the widespread assumption in modern
academic Qur’anic studies that the Prophet (PBUHH) and his
Meccan audiences were already well acquainted with Biblical
narratives before the Qur’an’s revelation.

Method: Employing a descriptive-analytical method and treating
the Qur’an as the most reliable historical source for the period of
revelation, the study systematically analyzes Qur’anic passages
relevant to this issue.

Results: The findings demonstrate that at least seven categories of
Qur’anic verses explicitly or implicitly negate the Prophet’s prior
familiarity with Judeo-Christian narratives. These include verses
denying earlier knowledge of prophetic stories, affirming the
Prophet’s lack of engagement with written scriptures before his
mission, emphasizing his absence from earlier historical events,
referring audiences to the People of the Book, and describing the
specific nature of the disbelievers’ accusations regarding the
Qur’an’s origin. The study concludes that similarities between the
Qur’an and earlier Biblical traditions should not be interpreted as
evidence of human borrowing or literary dependence. Rather,
according to the Qur’an’s own claim, such knowledge was conveyed
exclusively through divine revelation .

Conclusion: Consequently, the article challenges a key
presupposition in Orientalist scholarship concerning the Prophet’s
alleged prior exposure to Judeo-Christian traditions.
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Introduction

One of the most fundamental issues in Qur’anic studies and Islamic
theology concerns the divine origin of the Qur’an and the manner in which its
teachings were conveyed to the Prophet of Islam (peace be upon him and his
household). From the earliest years of the prophetic mission, opponents of the
Prophet (PBUHH) sought to deny the divinity of the Qur’an, portraying it
instead as the product of human instruction or as a borrowing from earlier
religious traditions, particularly Judaism and Christianity. This allegation was
not confined to the social milieu of Mecca and Medina; rather, the Qur an
itself repeatedly refers to it and provides explicit responses.

In the modern period, this issue has become one of the central themes in
Orientalist and Western academic studies of the Qur’an. Many scholars,
focusing on thematic and narrative similarities between the Qur’an and the
texts of the Old and New Testaments, have proposed the hypothesis that the
Prophet of Islam (peace be upon him and his household) and the first
recipients of the Qur’an possessed considerable familiarity with Jewish and
Christian traditions prior to the revelation. On this assumption, the Qur’an is
analyzed not as an independent revelatory text, but as a reinterpretation or
creative reworking of earlier religious traditions.

The present article seeks to challenge this prevalent presupposition from
within the text of the Qur’an itself and to demonstrate what picture the Noble
Qur’an— as the most authoritative historical document of the period of
revelation— presents regarding the extent and nature of the prior knowledge
of the Prophet of Islam (PBUHH) and the Arab society concerning Jewish and
Christian traditions.

The principal issue of this study is whether, on the basis of internal
Qur’anic evidence, it can be claimed that the Prophet of Islam (PBUHH), prior
to his mission or during the early stages of his call, was acquainted with Jewish
and Christian narratives, teachings, and concepts. The central question of the
article is formulated as follows: What do the verses of the Noble Qur’an
indicate regarding the extent of the Prophet of Islam’s (PBUHH) prior
knowledge—and that of the Qur’an’s earliest audience—of Jewish and
Christian themes, and to what extent do these indications confirm or weaken
the prevalent presupposition of the Orientalists?

Research Methodology

This research employs a descriptive—analytical method with a text-
centered approach. Unlike many Orientalist studies that primarily rely on
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comparative analysis between the Qur'an and Biblical texts or on later
historical reports, the present article treats the Qur’an itself as the principal
and most reliable source for understanding the epistemic conditions of the
period of revelation.

Within this framework, Qur’anic verses related to the issue of the Prophet’s
and the Arab society’s prior knowledge of Jewish and Christian traditions were
collected, categorized, and analyzed. To ensure an accurate understanding of
the implications of these verses, authoritative classical and contemporary
exegetical sources were consulted, with particular attention paid to
distinctions between explicit, implicit, and rhetorical meanings. The aim is to
address the research question by drawing directly on the Qur’anic text itself,
without imposing prior theological or historical assumptions.

Findings

Analysis of the Qur’anic verses reveals that several major categories of
internal evidence can be identified that negate the notion of prior knowledge
on the part of the Prophet (peace be upon him and his household) and the
Quraysh regarding Jewish and Christian traditions.

First, some verses explicitly state that the Prophet of Islam (PBUHH) had
no prior knowledge of the accounts and histories of earlier prophets before
revelation. Verses such as “These are accounts of the Unseen, which We reveal
to you. Neither you nor your people used to know them before this” (Qur’an
11:49) clearly emphasize that the Prophet’s knowledge, as well as that of his
people, concerning these narratives was the result of divine revelation rather
than previous familiarity.

Second, verses that stress the Prophet’s unlettered status and his inability
to read or write prior to the prophetic mission indicate that he lacked direct
access to written Jewish and Christian scriptures. The verse “You did not use
to recite any scripture before it, nor did you write it with your right hand”
(Qur’an 29:48) plays a central role in this regard and strongly undermines any
hypothesis of textual borrowing.

Third, verses employing expressions such as “you were not with them” or
“You were not at the side of the Mount”” emphasize that the Prophet (PBUHH)
was not present at historical events related to previous communities. In
addition to affirming the revelatory nature of Qur anic accounts, these verses
indicate that such information was not transmitted to the Prophet through
historical experience or direct oral transmission.
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Fourth, the rhetorical structure of certain verses that begin with expressions
like “Has there not come to you the account of ...?”" has sometimes been
interpreted by some scholars as evidence of prior familiarity on the part of the
audience. However, rhetorical analysis shows that the primary function of
these expressions is to capture the audience’s attention and introduce new and
significant information, rather than to recall previously known material.

Fifth, verses describing the religious condition of the pre-Islamic Arabs
portray them as a “people without a book,” indicating the absence of a written
religious tradition or systematic Jewish or Christian instruction among them. The
Qur’an’s emphasis on the sending of a messenger “from among themselves”
further confirms this lack of prior religious and intellectual background.

Sixth, the Qur’an’s instruction to refer to the People of the Book for
confirmation of certain matters (“Ask the People of the Reminder”) also
implies that the Qur’an’s immediate audience did not themselves possess such
knowledge; otherwise, such a referral would have been meaningless.

Finally, an examination of the nature and content of the accusations raised
by the Meccan polytheists shows that they accused the Prophet (peace be upon
him and his household) of learning the Qur'an contemporaneously from
specific individuals, rather than drawing upon pre-existing knowledge. This
implicitly indicates that even his opponents did not assume that he possessed
prior familiarity with Jewish or Christian teachings.

Taken together, this body of evidence indicates that the portrayal presented
in the Qur’an is incompatible with the prevalent presupposition found in many
Orientalist studies. The Qur’an not only does not affirm the Prophet’s
(PBUHH) prior knowledge of Jewish and Christian themes, but repeatedly and
in various forms negates it. Accordingly, the Qur’an’s content-based
similarities with the Biblical texts must be interpreted within the framework
of the “unity of the source of revelation” or a “shared divine tradition, ” rather
than in terms of borrowing or human adaptation.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that, on the basis of internal Qur’anic
evidence, the Prophet of Islam (peace be upon him and his household) had no
systematic or effective familiarity with Jewish or Christian themes prior to his
prophetic mission, and that all such knowledge was conveyed to him through
divine revelation. This conclusion challenges one of the key presuppositions
underlying Orientalist approaches to the Qur’an and underscores the need for
a methodological reassessment in analyzing the relationship between the
Qur’an and earlier religious traditions.
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