
THE QUR’AN ON ITSELF 

 

"Alif, Lam, Mim" so run the first words when we turn out of the Fatihah into Surah ii of the 

Qur’an, “that Book wherein" as it goes on to say, “there is nothing dubious." A fair number of 

other Surahs have these letters of the Arabic alphabet at their head and in four cases “Ta Ha" 

(Surah xx): “Ya Sin" (Surah xxxvi): Sad" (Surah xxxviii) and “Qaf" (Surah L) these letters 

provide the Surahs' actual titles. “Ta Ha" has become familiar as a Muslim Arabic name. 

The subject of much fascinating speculation, these letters will serve to provide a useful point 

of departure into the Quranic doctrine of the Qur’an itself, its status, form and authority. Some 

have conjectured, though without much conviction, that the letters derive from the initials of the 

owners or scribes of mss. or fragments on which the original deliverances of the Prophet were 

recorded. This is unlikely. In one case (that of Surah xix) the suggestion has been made that the 

five letters there appearing — “Kaf, ha, ya, ‘ain, sad" — have to do with the Christian I.R.N.I. 

“Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews" since His birth is the main topic of this Surah.  

But it would seem that we are on firmer ground if we suppose that the Arabic characters 

serve to remind the reader that the sacred book is “an Arabic Qur’an" (Surah xlii.5 and 

elsewhere). Here, so to speak, are the mystic symbols of language, the raw material out of which 

Divine literature is composed. Though recognisably Arabic on earth, they stand for that heavenly 

tongue of which the pre-existent Qur’an is indited.  For letters are potentially words and 

meanings: in their order and their sequence they convey sense and serve apprehension. Thus God 

vouchsafes through His Prophet and in His Book the meanings of His Divine Will. The letters 

thus become “signs" of the revelation from above, portents, sureties, guarantees of significance. 

Just as the eye seeing hieroglyphics at once assumes that sense is intended and meaning is 

accessible, so the reader of the Qur’an sees the tokens of a Divine intention to speak and to do so 

in literal form. 

Two other considerations immediately follow, with which we must wrestle if we would move 

further into the Muslim reception of the Qur’an. Firstly it is manifestly “an Arabic Qur’an. 

Though, as we shall see, it claims to finalise all revelation and to be a universal document of 

truth for all races and tongues, it is nevertheless a book of to and for the Arabs. Secondly, its 

credentials, so to speak, are literary and, in the strict sense of the word, “scriptural" i.e. having to 

do with language. It cannot be too strongly emphasised that for the Muslim, God's revelation 

does not lie in personality, nor yet primarily in events (as is the Biblical situation). A Prophet, 

and thus, a person, is truly its instrument: but he is in no sense its locus or its crux. History, of 

course, is involved since, as we saw in our previous study, the contents of the Qur'an are 

intimately bound up with biography and communal story. But in the essential sense the 

revelation, or communication, of God resides in the Book itself. The Book is not sacred and 

revelatory because (like the Bible) it is descriptive of events that happened and a Personality that 

came, lived, taught, toiled, suffered and triumphed, but in and of itself, as a Book, not derivative 

as a record but original and essential as a writing. 

This fact is gathered into the Qur’anic concept of the Qur’an's I’jaz. The Prophet on repeated 

occasions challenged his hearers and detractors to “produce a Surah like it" and when they did 

not, or could not, do so, they were deemed to have failed in the crucial test. The I’jaz of the 

Qur’an. is thus its inimitability or surpassingness. We have in English a figure of speech in 

which we say that something “leaves you standing" by which we mean that you cannot begin to 

match it. Like a student violinist wanting to outshine the virtuoso, he knows from the start he has 

not a chance to do so. The master's unapproachable eminence and your entire incapacity are the 



twin sides of the same situation. This is the I’jaz of the Qur’an, as a document of Arabic 

literature and a volume of revealed truth.  
From these considerations derives the corollary that the Qur’an is untranslateable. As a Book, 

it has form and content, both inseparable from its Quranicity. Translation, however competent 

and sensitive, inevitably destroys the first: for translation is precisely giving the form of another 

tongue to content. In a sense this is a situation that is true of all great literature. What is said is 

finally inseparable from how it is expressed and the greater the literature, as literature, the more 

this is true. Yet it is the theory of this which matters in classical Islam. Where content is what 

mainly imports, plus that measure of form (e.g. satire, irony, pathos, humour, rhythm, metre, 

metaphor) which is fairly readily transferable, there need be no undue difficulty in conceiving of 

truth in any variety of tongues. (The history of Bible translation is the finest proof of this). But it 

is only in this century that Muslim opinion has seriously reconciled itself to non-Arabic Qur’ans, 

though some, like Pickthall, still reserve the right to call their renderings, not “the Qur’an" but 

only “the Meaning of the Qur’an" 

The Qur'an, then, teaches the Muslim to hold it as the Arabic literary locus of Divine truth, 

standing for its authenticity in the character of a Book whose inimitable form is the evidential 

guarantee of its content and both the consequence and proof of its status as Divine. The 

“illiteracy" of the Prophet is the corollary of this faith. Surah vii. 57 refers to the Prophet “who 

can neither read nor write". “Illiterate" of course must be a comparative expression: it is hardly to 

be thought that Muhammad was incapable of even signing his name. But it does seem clear that 

the Qur’an did not come from conscious scholarship or “learnedness" on his part: that its 

contents, in so far as they were affected by the Prophet's personal activity of mind and will 

(wherein lies an immense theme of study), came rather from mystical experience and 

communion.  There is a strong case for arguing that the phrase “Al Nabi al Ummi" as used of 

Muhammad means “prophet of the non-Scriptuaries", “prophet to people without a Book." For 

the word “Ummi" in the plural is used in that sense (cf. Surah iii.20 and lxii.2 and elsewhere) 

with a plain antithesis between “people of the Book" and “the illiterate." This would certainly 

agree with what is undoubtedly a germinal element in Muhammad's call, namely that his own 

people, disunited and Bookless, were languishing precisely because of their heavenly 

Booklessness. 

But however we decide the fascinating issue of Muhammad's capacity for letters, the Quranic 

view of itself through his instrumentality is undoubtedly that of Divine revelatory action. And 

this is the assurance: “You did not read before it any book (Muhammad) nor didst thou write it 

with thy right hand. Had it not been so the devalidators would have become suspicious." (Surah 

xxix.48). In the circumstances of the time and place the revelation is known to be the more 

entirely God's because it is so manifestly not man's. 

Here we reach the underlying concept of Tanzil, which meets us repeatedly in the Qur’an. 

“Ma anzalnahu min al Kitab," “that which we have sent down of the Book" is the phrase by 

which the Divine both defines and authenticates the Qur’an. Tanzil is a verbal noun of the 

causative form which can only be clumsily rendered “causing to come down." “Descent" is not 

right: it is not passive enough. God it is Who through the agency of the spirit or the archangel 

vouchsafes the words. With Him is “the Mother of the Book" (Surah xliii.3), the original truth in 

heavenly form and order. By virtue of Tanzil the Book with God becomes the Book on earth, 

“descented" perhaps we may say seriatim, or “piecemeal" (Surah xvii.io6) until after some 23 

years the whole was complete, lodged with Muslim humanity, in their ears and on their reciting 

lips and in their reverent storehouse of memory, 



Passages employing the “Anzala" root are legion. In reading and study note the variety of 

circumstances in which Tanzil happens. There is all too little clue as to the precise personal 

circumstances of the Prophet's recipience. Surahs liii.1-10 and lxxxi. 10-27 are usually taken as 

referring to the inaugural experience and suggest some of the repeated features, though as the 

substance of Tanzil came more and more to inter-penetrate with the recalcitrant 

argumentativeness of the Quraish, these features receded and Tanzil seems to be rather an 

adequacy of argument and rebuttal given to the Prophet in his context of adversity. Later still, the 

personal setting of Tanzil moves much more into an adequacy of leadership and judgement in a 

setting of tribal accessions into Islam and community-building and control. 

But these features of the evolving earthly Qur’an we have already studied biographically. 

They are so to speak the story of Tanzil in its circumstantial impact at the human end. Tanzil 

itself remains, in the Quranic view, the action of God through His instruments. Since by 

definition, it brings truth to earth it impinges upon earthly circumstances: but that which 

impinges is Divine in its sources and in  its initiation. Surah lxxiv, relating likely to an early 

phase of Tanzil, uses an interesting title “AI-Mudaththir" “Thou who art covered." The phrase 

refers, probably, to the Prophet's early habit of wrapping himself in his mantle on Mount Hira' so 

that, sense and sight being cut off, the concentration of mystic communion might be served. Here 

is doubtless a hint on the absorbing problem of the Prophet's practice. But the description 

“Enwrapped one" may be taken symbolically to represent the whole meaning of Tanzil, of a 

process in which a Divine and a human converge, of a point of association where revelatory 

purpose and revelatory means find rendezvous, where the heavenly impacts the earthly so that a 

Book is given and received. 

This, then, is the heart of the Quean's concept of itself. In study, it may be well to note and 

classify the very many times where Tanzil is claimed, defined, or instanced. Also notice the 

“association" it involves between God and man. This is most important. In rejecting “Shirk" or 

forms of worship that take the human to be Divine (idolatry) Islam has not escaped, nor can, as 

religion ever escape, the occasions where the Divine in fact takes the human into its employ. 

Tanzil means, if it means anything that the realm of God comes down at least legislatively to the 

realm of man, taking means to make its will and judgement known. It is odd to reflect that Islam 

has bitterly rejected (as being idolatrous) the Christian faith about the Divine and the human 

which believes that the realm of God comes down into the realm of man not merely legislatively 

but redemptively and that “the descent" does not communicate a Book but undertakes a personal 

human life and in concrete terms of suffering undertakes also the task of man's forgiveness. 

Incarnation is of course very different from Tanzil. But the point is that though in Christianity 

God comes, whereas in Islam He sends, they both in their different ways believe in that inter-

involvement of God and man which is the ground of religion. 

The question which has to be explored in Christian thought for Muslims is whether if God is 

the sort of God to engage in Tanzil (allbeit by instruments) He can at the same time be 

categorically denied to be the God Who might undertake such further, deeper and wider 

revelatory tasks as involve both Incarnation and redemption. His Holy Spirit helping us, we must 

look for some new and exciting developments (in this theme of our relationship. Tanzil means, in 

any event, that God cares, judges, intervenes, and takes up with us men a relationship of 

Lordship, sovereignty, truth and authority. And is it not just those very things that Bethlehem and 

Calvary, or in other words “God in Christ" so perfectly serve and fulfil? Yet Islam dismisses 

those meanings as “association" in the sense of idolatry! Here is the tragedy that spurs all our 

study and must fire all our witness. 



Beyond Tanzil in the Qur’anic account of the Qur'an is the claim to a finality confirmatory of 

all previous Scriptures. Muhammad is the “seal of the Prophets": the Qur’an is the last revelation 

incorporating all that is valid in earlier Books, and notably the Law of Moses, the Psalms of 

David and the Injil of Jesus. Nearly a score of other Old Testament and New Testament figures 

appear, with more or less detail in the Qur’an. They can be studied with a Concordance or in 

numerous sources. But the Qur’anic completion of revelation gives it ultimate authority over all 

else. The validity of all previous Scriptures is to be tested by their conformity to the Qur’an. 

Though, in its sharp dogmatism this claim is a great difficulty for Christian apology (since it 

forecloses all issues in a closed mind and gives the sanction of dogma to what might be fruitfully 

studied) it has important elements of promise. Belief in the continuity of revelation which 

underlies it lays upon believers the duty of serious attention to what is earlier. This duty may 

remain unrecognised: but it is there. It is incumbent on the custodian of the final truth to show 

cause how its finality includes, perpetuates and ensures the meanings of its predecessors 

(otherwise the “finality" is in fact retrogressive). Another, then, of our contemporary duties is to 

stimulate the Muslim mind to an adequate appreciation of its spiritual duties vis-a-vis the 

Christianity of Jesus. 

In line with this Qur’anic concept of finality is the title “AI-Furqan" which the book gives to 

itself. (See Surahs ii.181; iii.2 and xxv.1.) The word is also applied to the Scripture given to 

Moses (Surah ii.50) and to Jesus (Surah iii.2). But the Furqan is the Qur’an. The word indicates 

that by which men may discern or discriminate the true from the false. Just as the Battle of Badr 

was “the day of Furqan" because it gave all men to know on whose side God and the truth were, 

so also the Qur'an is an unmistakeable point of reference for the decision of all issues. (On Badr 

see Surah vili. 5-19) Like “AI-Huda" “the guidance" which is another of the items of the 

Qur’an's self-description, AI-Furqan, besides this quality of finality, points to yet another feature 

of the Qur’an's status, namely its practical role. 

"The mercy of, or from, God to the worlds" is a characteristic way of describing the contents 

of the sacred Book. The Qur’an fulfils, for the Muslim, the highly necessary function of 

affording an index to the will of God in so far as that will bears upon human life and affairs. In 

this sense it is true to say that Qur’anic revelation is strongly practical. It aims to call men to 

submission to the rule of God and warns them against the consequences of recalcitrance. While 

of course it is not possible to enunciate the will of God without many implications about His 

Nature, it remains true that the intention of the Qur’an is obedience rather than fellowship as the 

most appropriate Godward relation of man. It calls men to be subjects of the Divine Law rather 

than “partakers of the Divine nature." 

It is in this context that it is best to see the vexed question of abrogation, on which for 

brevity's sake and for its own excellence the reader is referred to Richard Bell: Intro to the 

Qur'an. (pp. ......) In all revealing of the Divine will there must be room for development and 

maturing. (This certainly happens in the Biblical realm where many attitudes and laws are 

superseded in and unto the fulness of Christ.) The problem presented, however, by such 

abrogation of the earlier by the later is made great and sharp by the very brief range of Qur’anic 

legislation (23 years), as compared with the Biblical centuries, in which progressive awareness 

seems a much more justifiable situation. But at the heart of the idea of abrogation is this 

conviction that God's Will remains His own untrammelled fiat, not essentially bound or 

characterised by anything in His Nature to give it a final constancy about which man may say 

that it ought not to be other. 

There is space here for only one other note in this Quranic study of the Qur’an. A pivotal 



passage in Surah vi.7 makes a much discussed distinction between “Al-Muhkamat" and “Al-

Mutashabihat" — the categorical and the metaphorical, the direct and the indirect, the explicit 

and the veiled. This verse has affected all exegesis and given rise to much discussion as to how 

the two may be identified and how the “metaphorical" should be taken. One main upshot is that 

by virtue of this distinction (when it has been rightly applied) room remains in at least some 

areas for the interpreting wisdom of the recipient community, or the proper custodians. The 

Qur’an, in other words, is not totally categorical:  it holds within itself simile, parable, image and 

picture — all of which require and suppose the congenial mind entering into their didactic 

purpose. In other words it cannot be understood by the outsider except as he enters into the mind 

of its people and learns the folk it fashions as the final clue to what it conveys and signifies.  
 


