





CHAPTER 5


Muslim Commentators 


on The Death of Christ





In dealing with the Muslim treatment of the atoning death�xe "atoning death"� of Christ, this chapter will focus on the various interpretations of the qurÕanic verses that describe the end of ChristÕs life on the earth.


There have been many efforts made to minimize the attitude of controversy.  Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� argues, ÒTo be sure, there were those who sought to minimize or reject this attitude.  In this, they came nearer to the qurÕanic spirit of conciliation and search for meaning beyond the mere facts of history.Ó�


However, it seems strange to search for the truth beyond Òthe mere facts of history.Ó  Therefore, Appendix I deals with Ôhistorical facts�xe "Historical Facts"�Õ and in addition Chapter 8 will present some possible Christian interpretations of Sura 4:157, trying to reconcile�xe "reconcile"� the qurÕanic statement with the historical facts�xe "Historical Facts"� mentioned in the Bible.  But this chapter will deal with the interpretations of the qurÕanic texts that speak of the end of ChristÕs life on the earth.


Chapter 4 provided a strict historical survey of the controversy.  This chapter focuses on an interpretation of the qurÕanic text following a loose chronology, aiming not so much at a strict historical survey, but at a detailed presentation of the major developments of the Muslim interpretations.  It will refer 





to the eminent Muslim scholars such as al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�, al-Razi�xe "Razi"�, Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"�, then others such as al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"�; therefore we can follow the important and �widely held views.  This chapter divides the verses that talk about JesusÕ death as follows:


1. The Main Subject of Controversy (Sura 4:157)


2. The Meaning of Wafat  (Sura 3:55)


3. Other Verses Dealing with the End of JesusÕ Life


4. Conclusion





The Main Subject of Controversy 


(Sura 4:157)


The most critical qurÕanic text that deals with the death of Christ is so important that it must be given with its Islamic interpretations in full.  The translation of Yusuf Ali appears as follows:





That they said (in boast),


We kill�xe "kill"�ed Christ Jesus


“The Son of Mary�xe "Mary"�,


The Apostle of God;”


But they kill�xe "kill"�ed him not,


Nor crucified�xe "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 kill�xe "kill"�ed him not (Surat an-NisaÕ(4):157).�





This verse, which seems to nullify the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"�� and the death of Christ, is the strongest Islamic objection against the Cross�xe "Cross"�.  At the same time it seems to contradict the other qurÕanic verses that speak of the death of Christ.  


As for the following verse, ÒNay, God raised�xe "raised"� him up unto HimselfÓ (vs. 158) there are different interpretations of Òraised him up� XE "raised him up" �,Ó as will be seen below.  For most Muslims He was raised�xe "raised"� before the Cross�xe "Cross"�, escaping it.  Therefore, we can demonstrate how the Islamic interpreters dealt with the verse of controversy, beginning with al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�.





Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� (d.320 A H/ 923 A D)


Abu JaÔfar Muhammad al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� shows the early strong objections to the death of Christ.  Concerning the controversial verse (4:157), he states that the ikhtilaf (disagreement) concerns Jesus, whether he was the one who was kill�xe "kill"�ed by the Jews.


Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� gives an illustration: It is like a man saying to another, that he has not kill�xe "kill"�ed this matter with knowledge, nor has he kill�xe "kill"�ed it with certainty.  In the word qataluhu (kill�xe "kill"�ed him), the ending hu means him (or, it) referring to al-zunn (conjecture).  According to the former (he), they did not kill�xe "kill"� Jesus.  But according to the latter (it), they did not kill�xe "kill"� the conjecture.�  Kill�xe "kill"�ing the conjecture means “to be sure.”  Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� divides the early interpretations into two main headings, but we can classify them as follows.





A Semblance�xe "Semblance"� was Crucified�xe "crucified"�


There were those who said that all the disciples�xe "disciples"� were made to look like Jesus and that the Jews kill�xe "kill"�ed one of them thinking that he was Jesus.  Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� gives two reports under this heading.  Both reports are on the authority of the Jew Wahb b. Munabbih.�  The first report under the first heading of al-Tabari goes as follows:


Jesus went into a house with 17 of his disciples�xe "disciples"�.  The Jews surrounded them but when they entered, God made all the disciples�xe "disciples"� look like Jesus.  The pursuers, thinking that they had bewitched them, threatened to kill�xe "kill"� them all if they did not expose him.  Then Jesus asked his disciples�xe "disciples"� which of them would ‘buy Paradise’�xe "Paradise"� for himself that day.  A disciple volunteer�xe "volunteer"�ed and went out saying that he was Jesus and, as God had made him look like Jesus, they took him, kill�xe "kill"�ed him and crucified�xe "crucified"� him.  Thereupon shubbiha lahum (a semblance�xe "Semblance"� was made to them) and they thought that they had kill�xe "kill"�ed Jesus. The Christians likewise thought that it was Jesus who had been kill�xe "kill"�ed.  And God raised�xe "raised"� Jesus that day.�  In this report the semblance�xe "Semblance"� was a volunteer�xe "volunteer"�.


The other version of the second report of al-Tabari begins with an account of JesusÕ last meal when he spoke about his death (because God notified him).  After that meal the disciples�xe "disciples"� went out and were scattered.  God informed Jesus, son of Mary�xe "Mary"�, that he was to leave the world, so he became anxious about death and it troubled him.�  Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� continues,








Therefore he called the disciples�xe "disciples"� and prepared a meal for them and said to them: ÒCome to me tonight because I am in need of you.Ó  When they were gathered around him he made them dine and served them.  After the meal was over he began to wash their hands� and to help them perform the ablutions and to wipe their hands on clothing.  They were indignant about that and disliked it.  But Jesus said ÒAs for what I have done to you tonight, in that I served you the meal and washed your hands in person, let it be an example for you. . . . expend yourselves for each other as I have expended myself for you.  As for my need for which I turn to you for help, implore God on my behalf and spare no efforts in petitioning Him in order that my term may be postponed.Ó� 


Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� continues saying that sleep�xe "sleep"� took hold of the disciples�xe "disciples"� and they were unable to pray.  Jesus asked them: will them not persevere in holding Him for just one night?  They did not know what was wrong with them that night.  Jesus said, Ò‘He will remove the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered.’  And He began to make similar statements to this, lamenting His fate.  Then He said, ‘The truth is one of you will certainly disbelieve in me before the cock crows three times, and one of you will certainly sell me for a paltry price� XE "paltry price" �.’Ó�  Then they went out and were scattered.


The Jews took hold of Simon�xe "disciples"�, but when he denied that he was one of JesusÕ disciples they left him.  Others took hold of him and he likewise denied it.  Then he heard the sound of the cock and he wept and it grieved him.  Another disciple asked the Jews, what will they give him if he lead them to Christ?  Accepting their offer of thirty dirhams, he led them to Jesus.  But a semblance�xe "Semblance"� had been made for them before that, and they took him and made certain of him and bound him.�  They led that semblance�xe "Semblance"� saying to him, ÒYou used to bring the dead to life and to drive away Satan�xe "Satan"� and heal the jinn-possessed so why not deliver yourself from this cord?Ó  And they spat on him and cast thorns� on him until they brought him to the wood upon which they wanted to crucify�xe "crucify"� him.  And God raised�xe "raised"� Jesus to Himself.  And they crucified�xe "crucified"� the Semblance�xe "Semblance"� which was made to them (ma shubbiha lahum).  And (Jesus) tarried seven (hours).� �Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� continues,





Then JesusÕ mother, and the woman whom God had freed from jinn-possession when Jesus treated her, came weeping to where the crucified�xe "crucified"� [semblance�xe "Semblance"�] was.  And Jesus came to them both and said, ÒWhy are you weeping?Ó They said, ÒBecause of you.Ó  He said ÒGod raised�xe "raised"� me to himself and I came to no harm.  This [corpse] is something which was “made a semblance�xe "Semblance"� to them.”  Order the disciples�xe "disciples"� to meet me at such and such a place.Ó  Eleven met him at the place.  Jesus missed the one who had sold him and led the Jews to him so he asked his companions about him.  They said, ÒBecause he regretted what he had done he committed suicide by strangling himself.Ó  Jesus replied, ÒIf he had turned toward God, God would have turned toward him.Ó  Then he asked them about a young man called Yuhanna [John] who followed them and he said,  “He is with you.  [He ordered them to] depart.  Everyone of you will have to converse in the language of a [different] people.  Let him warn them and let him summon them.”�











A Volunteer�xe "volunteer"� was Crucified�xe "crucified"�


Others said that Jesus asked his companions for a volunteer�xe "volunteer"�.  One of them agreed to have JesusÕ semblance�xe "Semblance"�  projected on him and to be kill�xe "kill"�ed in his place. The first tradition of al-Zamakhshari�xe "Zamakhshari"�Õs ( in his comment on Sura 4:157 ) is of this same type that mentions the idea of a volunteer�xe "volunteer"�.�


As for this second heading, al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� mentions nine different reports.  The first and the second reports are traced back to Qatada.  They are very brief but fit al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�Õs summary.  The third is related to al-Suddi, who explains why the Jews disagreed and were in doubt because they knew that Jesus and 19 disciples�xe "disciples"� had gone into the house but there was one missing when they came out.  That one was made a Semblance�xe "Semblance"� and was crucified�xe "crucified"�.  The fourth report repeats the idea that he was a volunteer�xe "volunteer"�.�


The fifth and sixth reports are traced back to Ibn Ishaq�xe "Ibn Ishaq"� who has more accurate Christian knowledge.  He says that there were twelve disciples and gives ten of their names correctly.  However, �xe "disciples"� he introduces one called Sergius�xe "Sergius"�, who he says was crucified�xe "crucified"�.  The last three reports are brief and add nothing new.�


The other version of the second report is attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas�xe "Ibn ÔAbbas"�, the nephew and the companion of Muhammad, and we can say that he was one of the first commentators.  Ibn ‘Abbas�xe "Ibn ÔAbbas"� said that they did not kill conjecture�xe "slay"� by knowledge.  In other words, the Jews were not certain if they killed Jesus or someone else.  Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� adds, “They have no knowledge concerning it . . . and they did not slay�xe "slay"� him (or it) for certain.”� 





Fakhr al-Din�xe "Din"� al-Razi�xe "Razi"� (606 A H / 1209 A D)


Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� brought an analytical and inquisitive mind to focus on our subject, the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� of Christ.  He had a significant argument concerning this subject, especially in his interpretation of Sura 3:55 as seen below.  Although he was a Muslim scholar, he explained the idea that only the human body of Christ suffered and died.  He attributed this interpretation to wise people.�  He did so, after thoroughly reviewing the interpretation of his predecessors.  Other similar efforts were made by Sufi�xe "Sufi"� exegetes, but many Muslims may refute the Sufi�xe "Sufi"� approach as being too mystical.  However, Al-Razi�xe "Razi"�Õs interpretation provides a good starting point for Muslim-Christian understanding on some points.


Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� repeats the same attempts of al-Zamakhshari�xe "Zamakhshari"� to determine the grammatical subject of shubbiha lahum (it was made a semblance�xe "Semblance"� to them).  The verb is the third person singular masculine perfect passive of shabbaha (to make resemble, to make similar).


There are three possibilities to be considered:


1. The subject is Jesus, but he is the one who was resembled to them.  Al-Zamakhshari�xe "Zamakhshari"� and al-Razi�xe "Razi"� seem to favor this possibility because they do not put forward any objection to it.


2. The subject is the person whom they kill�xe "kill"�ed, but he has not been mentioned.


3. The verb is impersonal.  It is similar to khuyyila lahu (it seemed to him).  It is as though what was said was waqaÔa lahum al-tashbih (the resemblance�xe "Semblance"� occurred to them).�


Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� repeats two of his own rational objections mentioned in his interpretation of Sura 3:55, after dealing with the grammatical discussion of al-Zamakhshari�xe "Zamakhshari"�, without attributing it to him.�  Then he divides the Muslim scholars according to their interpretations as follows:


1. Many of them said that when the Jews tried to kill�xe "kill"� Jesus, God raised�xe "raised"� him to Heaven.  The Jewish authorities feared a revolt, therefore, they took someone else and kill�xe "kill"�ed and crucified�xe "crucified"� him making him out to be Jesus.  The people did not know Jesus except by name because he was not sociable.  Therefore, the Christian tawatur (succession) that it was Jesus who was crucified�xe "crucified"� originated with the testimony of very few people who agreed to propagate that lie.


2. The other possibility is that God projected JesusÕ semblance�xe "Semblance"� onto someone else.  This can be divided as follows:


a. When the leaders of the Jews knew that Jesus was in a certain house, they sent Titayus (or Titanyus)�xe "Titayus"� to bring him out to be kill�xe "kill"�ed.  When he entered that house God caused Jesus to ascend through the roof and projected his Semblance�xe "Semblance"� onto Titayus�xe "Titayus"�, therefore, Titayus�xe "Titayus"� was the one who was kill�xe "kill"�ed and crucified�xe "crucified"�.


b. The Jews appointed a man to watch Jesus.  This man was the one who was kill�xe "kill"�ed because Jesus went to a mountain and was raised�xe "raised"� to heaven, and God projected JesusÕ semblance�xe "Semblance"� onto that man (the watcher�xe "watcher"�).


c. A volunteer�xe "volunteer"� was kill�xe "kill"�ed.  Jesus asked the ten disciples�xe "disciples"� who were with him which one would purchase Paradise�xe "Paradise"� by having JesusÕ Semblance�xe "Semblance"� projected onto him.


d. A hypocrite�xe "hypocrite"� was kill�xe "kill"�ed after leading the Jews to the place of Jesus.  God projected the Semblance�xe "Semblance"� onto the hypocrite�xe "hypocrite"� companion.�





Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� (d.774 A H/1373 A D)


Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� is a historian who is a significant representative example of the polemical approach against Christian thought.  He repeats some of al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�Õs attack.  According to Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"�, Islam is as old as history itself.  It is the truth which all prophets have claimed, but which was forgotten or distorted until revealed strongly and clearly in the QurÕan.  In his interpretation of Sura 4:157, he differentiates among three sects.  The first sect, the Jacobite�xe "Jacobite"�, said, ÒGod was between us for as long as He willed, then went up to Heaven.Ó�


The second sect, the Nestorians�xe "Nestorians"�, said, ÒThe son of God dwelt among us so long as he willed, then God took him up to Himself.Ó  As for the third group it declared, ÒThe servant of God and His apostle so traveled among us for as long as God willed, then God took him up to Himself.Ó  These were the Muslims (as he calls them).  Since that time, Islam remained obscured until God sent Muhammad.  Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� mentions some traditions identical with al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�, giving the authority to Ibn Abbas, Ibn Abi Hatim, Ahmad b. Sinan, and al-NasaÕi.�


In the beginning of this verse concerning the saying of the Jews, ÒWe kill�xe "kill"�ed Jesus the son of Mary�xe "Mary"�,Ó they were speaking of the man who claimed to have this position.  It was similar to when the unbelievers said to Muhammad, ÒO you [think that you have] received revelation; you are mad.Ó�  Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� has the same argument at the beginning of his interpretation of the same verse.�


In addition to referring to Ibn ‘Abbas�xe "Ibn ÔAbbas"�, Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� cites the two reports of Wahb Ibn Munabbih and explicitly mentions that he has derived these from al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�. He gives the two reports from Ibn Ishaq�xe "Ibn Ishaq"�� (without any mention of the other seven reports of the second heading of al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� mentioned above).


Therefore, Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"�Õs story goes as follows: The Jews lied to Jesus, envied him, and opposed him.  Jesus did not dwell with them; rather he roamed the earth with his mother.  The Jews wrote to the king of Damascus�xe "Damascus"�, who was a pagan worshipper of the stars, accusing Jesus of sedition and leading people astray.  In anger the king then wrote to his governor in Jerusalem�xe "Jerusalem"� ordering him to arrest Jesus, place thorns on his head and crucify�xe "crucify"� him to stop the sedition.�  


Ibn Kathir adds that a group of Jews accompanied by soldiers went to the house where Jesus lodged with his 12, 13 or 17 disciples�xe "disciples"�.  That took place on a Friday�xe "Friday"� after the mid-afternoon hour.  When Jesus found that there was no way to escape, he asked his disciples�xe "disciples"�, ÒWho among you would consent to bear my likeness and be my companion in al-Janah?Ó A young man volunteer�xe "volunteer"�ed, but Jesus, thinking the youth too young for the task, repeated his request three times.  Each time only the youth indicated his readiness to ransom the master.  Agreeing, Jesus said, ÒYou are my companion in Paradise�xe "Paradise"�.Ó  Then an opening appeared in the roof of the house, Jesus slept, then was raised�xe "raised"� up to heaven through this opening.  The companions of Jesus went out of the house and the youth was seized. The arrest and Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� are said to have taken place at night, which explains why the Jews were so easily mistaken.�


Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� continues, ÒIt is also said that his mother sat at the foot of the Cross�xe "Cross"� and that the man spoke to her.Ó  Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"�, however, doubts this and adds, Òbut God knows best.Ó  In his comment on the entire story, he said, ÒAll this is so that God may try His servants according to His infinite wisdom.  And God made it very clear and obvious in the great QurÕan.Ó  Then he added, ÒFor the conjecture of the Christian, God said, Ôsurely they kill�xe "kill"�ed him not.Õ  Nay God raised�xe "raised"� him up unto Himself; and God is exalted in power and wisdom.Ó�


The Jews thought that the one crucified�xe "crucified"� was Jesus, and some sects of Christians followed that conjecture.  According to Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"�, the companions of Jesus did see him ascend to heaven.�  However, in Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"�Õs translation of Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"�, he said that they did not see.� 


Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� repeats the two reports of the first heading on the authority of Wahb b. Munabbih because they are less problematic.  And in his comments on other verses he cites traditions that say that a Semblance�xe "Semblance"� was crucified�xe "crucified"�.  Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� cites such traditions in his comment on Sura 3:54, ÒAnd the unbelievers plotted and planned And God too planned, And the best of planners is God.Ó  He links the two verses (54 and 55), by saying that God plotted against those who sought to kill�xe "kill"� Jesus.�





In dealing with the Christian sects, al-Razi�xe "Razi"� explains the Nestorian idea that only the human body of Christ suffered and died.  He attributes almost the same idea to most of the wise people.�  In interpreting that he states that JesusÕ soul is of the substance of qudsiyya (sanctity) and Ôulwiyya (exaltation).  JesusÕ soul is luminous, with the divine light, and of great proximity to the angelic spirit.  A soul such as this would not suffer because of the darkness of the body.  After separation from the darkness of the body, JesusÕ soul was liberated into the open courts of the heavenly realms and the lights of the world of majesty.  There, its exaltation and blessing are increased beyond measure.�  Al-Razi�xe "Razi"�Õs work is an excellent attempt to reconcile�xe "reconcile"� interpretations which satisfy Christians, but does not satisfy most of the Muslim scholars, especially in his criticism of the previous interpreters in his six objections about Sura 3:55, as will be seen below.





Al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"� (691 A H / 1291 A D)


Al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"� links Sura 3:55 with the previous verse, therefore, the projection of JesusÕ likeness onto someone else was due to GodÕs plotting.�  It is the same statement as that of al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�, as mentioned above.


In his interpretation of Sura 4:157, al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"� repeats similar versions of the story of al-Zamakhshari.�xe "Zamakhshari"���xe "Ibn Kathir"�  He argues that Jesus appealed to God against the Jews because they insulted him and his mother.  God turned them (those who insulted Jesus) into monkeys and swines, therefore, the Jews agreed to kill�xe "kill"� Jesus.  God informed Jesus that he would raise him up to heaven.  Jesus asked his disciples�xe "disciples"�, ÒWho among you will agree to take my form and die (in my place) and be crucified�xe "crucified"� and then go to al-Janah?Ó  A man offered to be the substitut�xe "substitut"�e, and he was kill�xe "kill"�ed and crucified�xe "crucified"�. It was said that a hypocrite�xe "hypocrite"� went to lead the Jews to Jesus, but God projected JesusÕ semblance�xe "Semblance"� onto that man, who was crucified�xe "crucified"� and kill�xe "kill"�ed. It was also said that the Jew, Titanyus, went to the house where Jesus was, but he did not find him. God projected the Semblance�xe "Semblance"� of Jesus onto Titanyus who was crucified�xe "crucified"�.� 


Al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"� repeats the grammatical discussion of shubbiha lahum of al-Zamakhshari�xe "Zamakhshari"� but briefly.  Then he explains the Christian view saying that JesusÕ nasut (body) was crucified�xe "crucified"� but the lahut (spirit) ascended to heaven.  Al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"� gives another possibility that nobody was kill�xe "kill"�ed although it was falsely claimed that Jesus had been kill�xe "kill"�ed.  Jesus will return to the earth at the Last Day to witness against the disbelieving People of the Book.�


Al-Shahrastani�xe "Shahrastani"� (d. 1153) has a fair discussion of Christian doctrines.  He describes the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� of Christ as follows, ÒHe [Jesus] was kill�xe "kill"�ed and crucified�xe "crucified"� . . .  The kill�xe "kill"�ing did not affect the divine part but only the human part . . . through him the fault of Adam was pardoned.Ó�


It is notable  that Ibn Arabi has a view with similarities to the docetic�xe "docetic"� one� of the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"�.  God lifted Jesus to the fourth heaven, but the Jews crucified�xe "crucified"� an imaginary image.�


Wafat or Death in the QurÕanic Texts


(Sura 3:55)


The Qur’an said, ÒBehold! God said: O Jesus! I will take thee And raise thee to Myself And clear thee (of the falsehoods) of those who blasphemeÓ (Sura 3:55).  God assures him, saying, ÒO Jesus, I am surely taking you ( or, causing you to die mutawaffika) and lifting you up to me.Ó  Although this verse does not indicate when the death of Christ will happen, it is an essential text that needs to be dealt with in detail, as will be done below.


This verse is essential to explain the wafat or death of Christ.  It has different interpretations because of the different meanings of the problematic inni mutawaffika.  Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� considers the reconciliation�xe "reconciliation"� of the two verses (of Suras  3:55 and 4:157) a dilemma.�  The different meaning of inni mutawaffika  in Sura 3:55 can be summarized as follows:


1. It means, ÒI [God] am going to cause you [Jesus] to sleep�xe "sleep"�Ó: Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� said that the word mutawaffika means causing you to sleep�xe "sleep"� and taking you during that sleep�xe "sleep"�ing.  It is wafat, which means sleep�xe "sleep"�.  He attributes it to a single authority, al-RabiÔ Ibn Anas (Iraqi d. 139 A H/ 756 A D).�  In addition, there is a hadith on the authority of al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728) saying: ÒThe Messenger of God (the peace and blessings of God be upon him) said to the Jews, ÔJesus did not die.  He will return to you before the day of Resurrection.ÕÓ�


In his interpretation of this verse (Sura 3:55), Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� claims that the majority say that wafat means sleep�xe "sleep"�ing, but he offers no evidence to back up his claim. He presents al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"�Õs material slightly differently so that al-RabiÔs comment is traced back to Hasan along with the hadith. He also gives another hadith without any isnad: the prophet used to say when he rose from his sleep�xe "sleep"�, ÒPraise be to God who brought us to life after causing us to die (baÔda an amatana).”� 


Al-Zamakhshari�xe "Zamakhshari"�, and al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"� mention this interpretation without naming an authority.�  Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� dropped it, although he mentions nine different meanings.�


2. It means to take something in full, fulfillment�xe "fulfillment"�, or completion�xe "completion"�: There is a hadith related to Matar Al-Waraq who said that it means, ÒI, God, gather you from the world, but not by death.Ó�


3. The expression Ògoing to receive you�xe "receive you"�Ó means going to make you like someone who is received (in death), because when Jesus was raised�xe "raised"� up to heaven all report and trace of him ceased on earth.  He was like one who had been received (in death).  This interpretation is mentioned  by al-Razi�xe "Razi"�, but no authority is given.� 


4. The statement is elliptical, and the word work has to be understood.  What is meant is ÒI am going to receive you�xe "receive you"�r work in the sense of receiving you�xe "receive you"�r work in full, and raise your work to Myself.Ó�


5. It means to collect�xe "collect"�: Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� gives this alternative.�  Al-Zamakhshari�xe "Zamakhshari"�, who was a MuÔtazilite, Òaverred that the word mutawaffika might mean Ôcollect�xe "collect"�Õ, as in the collect�xe "collect"�ion of debt; or Ôcause to die,Õ as in the gathering of a soul to heaven, upon death or in sleep�xe "sleep"�.Ó� The same meaning was mentioned by Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� in his interpretation of Sura 4:157, as mentioned before.


6. It means grasping�xe "grasping"�, or Òtaking possession of.Ó  Yunis said that Ibn Wahab and Ibn Ziad said that ’inni mutawaffika signifies ÒI grasp [take possession] of you.Ó Jesus has not died and will not die until He kill�xe "kill"�s the Anti-Christ, then He will die.�  There are others who add that Jesus will ÒRemain on earth for a while [time not stated] and then He will die and Muslims will bless Him.Ó�


It could be argued that this interpretation corresponds to the commercial usage of the verb to denote grasping�xe "grasping"� hold of and receiving in full a sum of money which you are owed. Once again the implication is that Jesus was taken up alive without experiencing death.�


7. It means, ÒI am going to receive you�xe "receive you"� away from your desires.Ó  Al-Baidawi�xe "Baidawi"� adds it could mean to Òdestroy in thee the lusts which hinder ascent to the world of spirits.Ó� 


8. It means, ÒI am going to raise you to Myself and purify you from those who disbelieve and cause you to die�xe "cause you to die"� after sending you [back] down to the world.Ó  This of course involves reversing the word order. It was to be assumed that the verse (3:55) comprises an example of what is known technically as al-taqdim wa           ’l-taÕkhir (putting in advance and putting later). Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� does not name any early authority for this interpretation.�


But Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� quotes KaÔab Al-Ahbar saying that, “God, exalted be his Majesty, would not have caused Jesus, son of Mary�xe "Mary"�, to die.”�  Thus, when Jesus saw the small number of those who accepted him and the multitude of those who rejected him, he complained to God.  Then God revealed to him, ÒSurely I am receiving you (mutawaffika) and lifting you up to me.  For the one whom I take up to Me is not dead, and I shall send you against al-aÔwar al-Dajjal (the one-eyed liar) and you shall kill�xe "kill"� him.  After this, you shall live for twenty-four years, then will I cause you to die�xe "cause you to die"� the death of the living.Ó� Other hadith said that Jesus shall live 45 years, marry, have a son, and finally die and be buried beside Muhammad. �


9. It means, ÒI am going to cause you to die�xe "cause you to die"�.Ó�  This meaning is the preferable one for Christians, especially apologists, as will be seen in Chapter 8. 


Although Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� in his interpretation of Sura 3:55 mentions that Ibn Abbas said that mutawaffika means ‘causing you to die,’ he claims that the majority [of scholars] say that it means a death of sleep�xe "sleep"�, and God raised�xe "raised"� Him in His sleep�xe "sleep"�. Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� confirms his claim, mentioning two other qurÕanic sayings which relate wafat to sleep�xe "sleep"�ing, but not death (Sura 6:60, and 39:42).  For the duration of that wafat, he says that some say it was for three hours, others often say it was for seven hours, but he adds: ÒGod caused Him to die for three days,Ó attributing it to Wahb.  Another tradition attributed also to Wahb that he said Òthree hours.Ó� 


     After demonstrating four different meanings, al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� finally said that it was reported by the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas and others that the word mutawaffika  means mumituka Òcausing you to die.Ó�  Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� repeats this interpretation in a slightly different way. Therefore, it is interesting to translate this section of al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� commentary verbatim: ÒOthers said the meaning of that is ÔI am going to receive you�xe "receive you"� (mutawaffika) by the reception (waffat) of death.ÕÓ�   Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� adds:





Muthanna told me. He said ÒAbd Allah b. Salih told us. He said MuÔawiya told me on the authority of Ali [b. Abi Talh] on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas�xe "Ibn ÔAbbas"�, saying ÔI am going to receive you�xe "receive you"�Õ means I am going to cause you to die�xe "cause you to die"�.Ó


Ibn Humayd told us. He said Salma told us on the authority of Ibn Ishaq�xe "Ibn Ishaq"� on the authority of one who is not suspect on the authority of Wahb b. Munabbih the Yemenite that he said, “God received (tawaffa) Jesus for three hours of the day until He raised�xe "raised"� him to Himself.”


Ibn Humayd told us. He said Salma told us on the authority of Ibn Ishaq�xe "Ibn Ishaq"�, ÒThe Christians allege that He received him (tawaffahu) for seven hours of the day then God brought him to life.Ó�


But it could be argued that Òfrom the standpoint of later orthodoxy the report from Wahb and Ibn Ishaq�xe "Ibn Ishaq"� are of questionable value because both of them relied on Christian informers.  It is almost certainly wrong to deduce from any of these reports that God caused Jesus to die on the Cross�xe "Cross"�.Ó �


As mentioned above Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� considers the reconciliation�xe "reconciliation"� of the two verses (of Suras 3:55 and 4:157) a dilemma and said that the opposite statement is the declaration that Jesus did not actually die on the Cross�xe "Cross"�.� 


If there is some doubt, the QurÕan says, ÒIf thou [Muhammad] wert in doubt as to what We have revealed unto thee, then ask those who have been reading The Book from before theeÓ(Sura 10:94).  For this latter verse, Yusuf Ali noted, Òsincere Jews like ÔAbdullah ibn Salam, and sincere Christians like Waraqa or the Nestorian monk Bahira, were ready to recognize the mission of Muhammad Mustafa.�  ‘The Book’ in this connection is Revelation generally, including pre-Islamic revelations.Ó�


The QurÕan says, ÒBefore thee [Muhammad], also, the apostles We sent were but men, to whom We granted inspiration: If ye realise this not, ask of those who possess the MessageÓ(Sura 21:7).  The same statement is repeated in Sura 16: 43.�


It is notable that most commentators mention this interpretation, ÒI am going to cause you to die�xe "cause you to die"�,Ó as a valid alternative.  Some modern thinkers prefer it. “Commentators went to great length in their attempts to harmonize this statement with what appears at first sight as its opposite.  It is the declaration that Jesus did not actually die on the cross�xe "Cross"�, but was taken up to heaven.”� Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� comments,





The solutions offered were, first, that the word mutawaffika means Òreceive you�xe "receive you"�.Ó The verb tawaffa literally means to reclaim a debt or a charge in its entirety from another person. In general usage, however, it means in its passive form, tuwuffi, to die, hence the verbal noun wafat, death. Thus the dilemma is whether Jesus died and his soul was received by God, or his soul and body were both reclaimed and he went to heaven alive. The second solution Òimplies that Jesus is still alive in heaven, having been taken up in his sleep�xe "sleep"� so that he would not be frightened by the experience.Ó�


Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� has the most significant interpretation of this verse (3:55), for he explains the matter of the transfer of ChristÕs likeness to another man in a variety of ways, raising six problems, which could be translated as follows:


1. Projecting the likeness of one person upon another leads to confusion.   Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� argues, Òthat (this means) I may see my child one time with the certainty that it is my child, and another time I may think it probable that it is not my child, but another human being upon whom the likeness of my child was cast.”�  This may also mean that al-sahaba who saw Muhammad, commanding and forbidding them, could have thought that he was not Muhammad but another man who assumed his likeness.  This would of course lead to the negation of all sacred laws.  Moreover, the fundamental principle in all widely transmitted reports is that the first narrator must report what he clearly perceived with his senses.  But if erroneous confusion is possible with regard to what is seen with the eye, then the falsity of widely accepted reports is more probable.  In sum, opening the door of this possibility begins with confusion or sophistry and ends with the total negation of the prophethood of all prophets.�  


It could be argued that if it is permissible to assert that God casts the resemblance�xe "Semblance"� of one person onto another, then the door is open to confusion with regard to personal identity.  This leads in time to subtle reasoning and in the end invalidates prophecies.


2. God commanded Gabriel�xe "Gabriel"� to be with Jesus in all his circumstances, “as tafsir (interpretation) masters have affirmed in their explaining of GodÕs saying to Jesus, ‘Remember when I strengthened you with the Holy spirit [i.e., Gabriel�xe "Gabriel"�].’Ó�  If the tip of one of Gabriel�xe "Gabriel"�Õs wings is enough to resist the human beings of the whole world, why was it not enough to protect Jesus against the Jews? Furthermore, since Jesus himself was capable of raising the dead and healing the one born blind and the leper, how could he not have been able to cause all those Jews who intended to do him harm to die or be afflicted with disease and paralysis so that they would not be able to touch him?� God supported Him (Jesus) with his holy spirit.�  Was He in this case not able to do so? He (Jesus) was able to raise the dead, and so was He not able to protect Himself without a trick?


3. God was no doubt capable of delivering Jesus from the hand of his enemies by simply taking him up to heaven.  What then is the purpose of projecting his likeness on another man, except to condemn an innocent man to death without any purpose?�  It could be argued that God was able to rescue Him by raising Him to heaven.  Therefore, what use was it to cause another to bear His likeness?


4. If the likeness of Jesus was cast upon someone else, while he Himself was taken up to heaven, yet the people believed the substitut�xe "substitut"�e man to have been Jesus, this would  mean that they were deliberately thrown into confusion and ignorance.  This would not be worthy of GodÕs providential wisdom.�  By causing another to resemble Him, they were made to believe that this other was ÔIsa, although he was not.  This is a deception and not in keeping with the wisdom of God.  God is not a deceiver.


5. All Christians in the world, with all their great love for Jesus and their extremist beliefs concerning him, have reported that they witnessed him being crucified�xe "crucified"� and kill�xe "kill"�ed.  If we were to deny this, we would cast doubt on the principle of tawatur (universally accepted transmission).  Casting doubt on this principle would also necessitate casting doubt on the prophethood of Muhammad and Jesus, and even on their very existence, as well as the existence of all other prophets, and that would be untenable.�


Christians from East to West, with their intense love for Christ and extreme zeal for His cause, witnessed Him being crucified�xe "crucified"�.  Therefore, if we deny this, we discredit the historicity (chronology) of events and thus we discredit the prophecy of Muhammad and Jesus and the rest of the prophets.�  Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� repeats the same argument in his interpretation of Sura 4:157.


6. The crucified�xe "crucified"� man remained alive for a long time.  Had this man not been Jesus but someone else, he would have broken down and protested saying, �ÒI am not Jesus; I am someone else!Ó  Had this taken place and been reported, it would have become widely known.�  The logical thing would be that the Ôother manÕ would defend himself and say that he was not ÔIsa.  No such thing happened.  Al-Razi�xe "Razi"� continues, as they (the previous scholars) did not mention any such defense, we understand the matter was not as reported.�


In his reply to E. E. Elder�xe "Elder"�, Muhammad Din�xe "Din"� referred to Tafsir Kabir (al-Razi�xe "Razi"�Õs interpretation) translating the six objections to prove the Ahmadiyya�xe "Ahmadiyya"� view as follows:





Some say that it was not Jesus but somebody else who suffered on the cross�xe "Cross"�. . . . such a belief is not at all in consonance with the providence, wisdom, and mercy of God that He should make use of this trickery and deception. . . . What was the use of casting this likeness on another?. . .  The Christians who are spread over East and West declare that He was seen hanging on the cross�xe "Cross"�.  If we deny this we deny an unbroken and uninterrupted authentic tradition.  We shall in that case have to deny the authenticity of many of the well- accepted facts, and we shall have to reject many of the pro-phets of God [including Muhammad]. . . .  It is established on well-testified authority that the victims of this form of crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� sometimes escaped alive and lived long years afterwards. . . .  If it was not Jesus but somebody else who suffered on the cross�xe "Cross"�, could He not have burst out wailing and lamenting that He was the unjust victim?  If we accept this casting of likeness story it would imply sophisticism and we shall be denying the reality of things. Things are not what they seem would hold good in every case.  Instances can be multiplied to show that [in past history] all Moslem commentators did not think or write in the same strain.�


Then Muhammad Din�xe "Din"� concludes that instances can be multiplied to show that all Muslim commentators did not think or write in the same strain.�  Din�xe "Din"� gives that view, not to support the Christian position, but the Ahmadiyya�xe "Ahmadiyya"�Õs view.    (I will refer to the Ahmadiyya�xe "Ahmadiyya"�Õs view in Appendix II.)





Other Verses Dealing with 


the End of JesusÕ Life


There are some other verses that deal with the end of JesusÕ life on earth.  The QurÕan mentions the death of Christ and His ascension�xe "ascension"� to heaven, but Muslim scholars disagree over the interpretation of these verses, giving different meanings.  The verses are given successively as follows:


It is said in the QurÕan that men Òkill�xe "kill"� the prophets wrongfullyÓ (2:85; 3:20; 4:154).  The latter verse is essential because it is in the same context of the verse of controversy (4:157).  The Jews tried to kill�xe "kill"� Jesus, ÒThe Jews were seeking to take the life of Jesus long before their final attempt to crucify�xe "crucify"� him.Ó�  In this context they kill�xe "kill"� some prophets (vs. 154), then comes the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� and shubbiha lahum (vs. 157).  Therefore, the phrase may be translated Òit appeared to them as suchÓ or in other words, the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� confused them.  The latter translation can be used in reconciling�xe "reconciling"� the interpretations, as will be seen in Chapter 8.


For Sura 4:155, Yusuf Ali counted the iniquities of the Jews.  Then he continues to maintain that Òthey boasted of having kill�xe "kill"�ed Jesus when they were victims of their own self-hallucination.Ó�


According to the QurÕan Jesus said, ÒI was a witness over them whilst I dwelt amongst them; when thou didst take me up Thou was the Watcher�xe "watcher"� over themÓ (Sura 5:117).  In this verse the Arabic word tawaffaitani, may be translated Òtake me to thyself�xe "take me to thyself"�Ó or Òcause me to die�xe "cause me to die"�.Ó  It has often been interpreted of Jesus dying at some future time, after his second coming.


Mahmud Shaltut�xe "Shaltut"�, late rector of al-Azhar University, said, ÒThe expression tawaffaitani is entitled in this verse to bear the meaning of ordinary death.Ó�  On this point Parrinder�xe "Parrinder"� says, ÒThere is no way to interpret ÔdeathÕ as occurring after his return from heaven in the supposition that he is now alive in heaven, because the verse very clearly limits the connection of Jesus to his own people of his own day . . . [not] when he returns.Ó�


Muslim scholars such as al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� call this idea al-Taqdim  waÕl-Takhir (putting in advance and putting later).  This involves reversing the word order.  God will cause Jesus to die after sending him down to the world.  Al-Tabari�xe "Tabari"� used this interpretation of Sura 3:55, but from his comment on Sura 5:117 it appears that he had grounds for rejecting it.�  The most significant is that, this Medenian verse (Sura 5:117) came after the Meccan verse of Sura 4:157, and ensures the death of Christ.  


3. There are other verses of Sura 5 that can be used (verses 17/19, 75/78).  The former will be used in reconciling�xe "reconciling"� the interpretations as will be seen in ÒGod could kill�xe "kill"� the Messiah�xe "kill the Messiah"�,Ó in Chapter 8.  The other verse, ÒChrist the son of Mary�xe "Mary"� was no more than an Apostle; many were the Apostles that passed awayÓ  (Sura 5:75).  A. Yusuf Ali gives no explanation or comment on this verse.�


4. According to Sura 19:31, Jesus says, ÒAnd He hath made me blessed wheresoever I be, and hath enjoined on me Prayer and Charity as long as I live.Ó  For this verse Yusuf Ali maintains, ÒThere is a parallelism �xe "parallelism"�throughout the accounts of Jesus and Yahya.Ó�  The Arabic word zakat must be translated “gives alms.”  Therefore, one can ask: If he had not died?  Where is he, and how can he practice giving alms?  To whom does he pay those alms?


There is a parallelism �xe "parallelism"�in Sura 19:15,33: ÒSo Peace on him the day he was born, the day that he dies, and the day that he will be raised�xe "raised"� up to life again! . . .  So Peace is on me the day I was born, the day that I die, and the day that I shall be raised�xe "raised"� up to life (again)!Ó  Yusuf Ali maintains that there is a parallelism �xe "parallelism"�through-out the accounts of Jesus and Yahya (John the Baptist).  However, he adds that there are some variations.�  We will deal with that in Chapter 8.


Finally we can examine some views on the different interpretations of the commentators on the qurÕanic verses.  The verses that relate to the end of Jesus’ life on earth.


As a person writing within the Islamic community, Mahmud M. Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� does not find his task simple, that is, presenting and analyzing the opinions of the commentators.  However, his study is a fairer presentation when compared to that of many other Muslim scholars.





The substitut�xe "substitut"�ions [sic] theory will not do, regardless of its form or purpose.  First, it makes a mockery of divine justice�xe "justice"� and the primordial covenant of God with humanity, to guide human history to its final fulfillment�xe "fulfillment"� (Sura 2:28; 7:172).  Would it be in consonance with GodÕs covenant, his mercy and justice�xe "justice"�, to deceive humanity for so many centuries?  Or, can it be said that the argument of the commentators would be really meaningful to Christians? Muslim commentators have generally assumed an attitude of overconfident superiority towards the Christians whom they were supposed to guide to the truth.  This attitude has been generally a polemical one in that it assumes, . . . that the Christian witness to the Cross�xe "Cross"� of Christ is based on a divine deception, and is therefore false.�


Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� raises a very critical point saying, ÒMuslim commentators had some awareness, however imperfect, of the Christological�xe "Christological"� issues in Eastern Christian� XE "Eastern Christian" � theology.  They therefore attributed this disagreement and conjecture to Christian errors concerning Jesus.Ó�  Then Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� demonstrates the different views and the various Christologies as shown in the interpretation of both al-Razi�xe "Razi"� and Ibn Kathir�xe "Ibn Kathir"� of the same verse (Sura 4:157).


Parrinder�xe "Parrinder"� argues that, Òthe commentators have had trouble over [some of] these verses since they have let themselves be dominated by Sura 4, 156/157, which they assumed denied the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"�.Ó�  Also Iskander Jadeed argues that, ÒIf the sayings of the Koran do repudiate the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� of Christ, they certainly do not repudiate His death, before He was taken to heaven . . . . we find three texts [Suras 3:55; 5:117; 19:33], which confirm His death.Ó�  These latter three verses may contradict the Verse of Controversy.  Chapter 8 takes account of the parallelism of �xe "parallelism"�the two verses (Sura 19:15, 33), and the logical analogy.





Conclusion


The account of the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� horrified Muhammad, it seeming totally inconceivable that God could allow His Messenger to be humiliated and tortured by His enemies.  He considered it simply a lie and the QurÕan denies it saying, ÒBut they kill�xe "kill"�ed him not, nor crucified�xe "crucified"� him, but so it was made to appear to themÓ (Sura 4:157).  This statement is the main subject of controversy.  This chapter presents research from eminent Muslim scholars in understanding the early major developments of interpretations.  


Some other qurÔanic verses seem to contradict Sura 4:157, and to affirm the reality of JesusÕ death, for example Sura 3:55.  But Muslim scholars disagree over the interpretation of these verses, giving meanings as varied as sleep�xe "sleep"�ing, fulfillment�xe "fulfillment"�, completion�xe "completion"�, collecting�xe "collect"�, or grasping�xe "grasping"�.  Ayoub�xe "Ayoub"� considers the recon-ciliation�xe "reconciliation"� of the two verses (of Suras 3:55 and 4:157) a dilemma, but in Chapter 8 we will see some attempts at such a reconciliation�xe "reconciliation"�. 


However, al-Razi�xe "Razi"�, after demonstrating his six problems, maintained, Òwe understood the matter was not as reported.Ó  According to the qurÕanic Suras 10:94, 16:7 and 21:43, Muslims must ask People of the Book (the Bible) when they find something unknown to them.


For most Muslims, God took Jesus to heaven just before the Crucifixion�xe "Crucifixion"� and miraculously caused a substitut�xe "substitut"�e to be crucified�xe "crucified"� in his place.  Muslims feel this gives more honor�xe "honor"� to Jesus than the Christian belief that he was crucified�xe "crucified"�.  In Chapter 8 we turn to the attempt to find ways to bring the seemingly irreconcilable� XE "irreconciable" � points (concerning the meaning of JesusÕ death) closer together.


As for the Ahmadiyya�xe "Ahmadiyya"�, they believe that Jesus Himself was nailed to the Cross�xe "Cross"� (not a substitut�xe "substitut"�e).  Then He was taken down still alive.  After recovering He lived for a long time (120 years).
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