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In his book The Qur’an and Its Biblical Subtext, Gabriel Reynolds
challenges the understanding of the Qur’an based on medieval
interpretations, which largely rely on the biography of the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH). Explaining his opposition to this approach,
Reynolds, while citing the skepticism of some Western scholars
regarding the historical reliability of the sirah, argues that the
Qur’anic text itself never intended to be structured around the life
experiences of a single individual. Contrary to the prevalent view
among Qur’anic scholars that the details of the Prophet’slife are key
to unlocking the meanings of its verses, Reynolds asserts that even
with the extensive recording of the Prophet’s biography, Islamic
exegesis sometimes struggles to grasp the literal meanings of
Qur’anic words and verses. He regards Islamic tafsir literature as
post-Qur’anic and belonging to later periods, which, over time, have
drifted from the original content of the Qur’an; thus, he concludes
that one cannot rely on them for understanding the Qur’an.

This study, aiming to critically analyze Reynolds’ perspective,
employs a descriptive-analytical method and a critical approach to
examine and critique his arguments. The findings show that Muslim
exegetes never intended to confine the meanings of the verses solely
to the Prophet himself; rather, their recourse to the sirah was a means
of utilizing the “situational context” to better comprehend the
verses. Moreover, in Islamic exegesis, the sirah is not seen as the
sole tool for understanding the Qur’an but as one among several
interpretive aids. Therefore, difficulties in understanding certain
words or expressions cannot be attributed merely to the inefficacy
of the sirah’s role; instead, a comprehensive examination of all
contributing factors is required.
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Problem Statement

The study and interpretation of the Holy Quran within Islamic tradition
have always been accompanied by references to the life of the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) as the context and background for the revelation of
verses. However, Gabriel Said Reynolds, a contemporary Western Quranic
scholar, takes a critical approach toward this exegetical tradition in his book
“The Quran and Its Biblical Subtext,” arguing that the connection between the
Quran and the Prophet's biography, which has been established in medieval
exegeses, is not only unnecessary but can sometimes lead to
misunderstandings of the Quranic text. He contends that the Quran should be
understood in light of dialogues with pre-existing Jewish-Christian texts rather
than relying on the biography, which he considers historically unreliable. This
perspective has given rise to an epistemological challenge in the realm of
understanding the Islamic sacred text, necessitating an in-depth critique and
examination of it.

Objective

While some recent studies have examined certain opinions of Reynolds,
including the dualities found within the Quran, there exists a gap in
comprehensive and critical analyses of Reynolds' views regarding the critique
of understanding the Quran in light of Prophetic tradition. This article aims to
fill this gap by specifically elucidating, analyzing, and critiquing Reynolds’
arguments in this area.

Research Method

This research employs a descriptive-analytical approach with a critical
perspective to explore Reynolds' viewpoints. Initially, the theoretical foundations
of his rejection of the Quranic reading through the lens of Prophetic tradition are
extracted. Subsequently, these foundations are critiqued with references to
historical, interpretative, and methodological evidence. In the analysis process,
both traditional Islamic sources and critical perspectives from Western scholars
challenging skeptical theories have been utilized to provide a comprehensive
narrative of the Quran's interpretative status.

Findings and Conclusion

An examination of Reynolds’ arguments reveals that while he
acknowledges the authority of the existing Quranic text and denies the theory
that the Quran borrowed from Jewish-Christian sources, he maintains that
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Prophetic tradition plays a negligible role in the interpretation of the Quran.
He presents his evidence in three categories: 1. The Quran does not explicitly
present itself as dependent on the Prophet's experiences and does not reference
specific historical moments; 2. In cases such as Surah Ad-Duha and Surah Al-
Masad, reliance on the biography distorts the general and ethical meaning of
the verses; 3. Islamic commentators have not succeeded in understanding key
Quranic elements such as disjointed letters and specific words, even with
reference to the biography.

In critiquing this perspective, the present research demonstrates through
references to Islamic interpretative texts that Islamic commentators have
utilized the biography not as the sole tool but as one of the means for
understanding the verses. Understanding the occasion of revelation and
situational context does not imply limiting the meaning of a verse to the initial
audience; rather, the goal is to provide a contextual interpretation for a better
understanding of the text. Interpretation in the Islamic tradition frequently
expands from the specific to the general, perceiving the verses as relevant to
audiences of all eras. Instances that Reynolds refers to as fabricated narratives
in exegeses are not widely accepted even among Islamic commentators and
are often presented in the context of weak probabilities or as allegories. The
findings suggest that Reynolds' viewpoint in rejecting the Quranic reading
based on Prophetic tradition has epistemological and methodological
shortcomings. Contrary to his claims, Islamic interpretations have not
considered the biography as the sole source for understanding the Quran but
have consistently adopted an integrative approach considering situational
context, structure, Quranic interpretation through Quranic text itself, and even
earlier texts of the People of the Book. On the other hand, the skeptical
tradition underlying the denial of the biography in Orientalist studies has itself
been subjected to serious critique by later Western researchers. Many
Orientalists, including William Montgomery Watt, Motzki, and Graham, have
noted the lack of strong evidence in the theories of Goldziher, Schacht, and
Wansbrough, believing that a significant portion of the narratives of the
biography is reliable and historically analyzable. Therefore, reading the Quran
with consideration of Prophetic tradition is not only not a limitation of the
verses but, by providing a clear context, assists the audience in grasping the
meaning and message of the Quran. Reynolds' proposed method of
exclusively focusing on biblical subtexts, while potentially useful in some
cases, cannot completely replace the Islamic exegetical tradition. Rather, these
two approaches can interact and complement each other to provide a more
comprehensive perspective for understanding the Quran.
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