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Samuel Ross, in Qur’an Commentary and the Biblical Turn, which 
is based on his award-winning doctoral thesis (BRAIS–DE GRUYTER 
Prize 2019), offers a meticulously researched examination of a pivotal yet 
hitherto understudied phenomenon in the history of Islamic exegetical 
tradition: the engagement of Qur'an commentators (mufassirūn) with 
the Bible. While the multifaceted relationship between the Qur'an and 
the Bible has generated considerable scholarly interest, Ross’s work 
stands out for its focus on the direct use and interpretation of the 
received biblical text by Muslim exegetes. This focus allows the book to 
unveil a largely unprecedented shift or the “biblical turn,” as Ross terms 
it, that occurred in modern tafsīr tradition.  

The book comprises nine chapters and a comprehensive appendix 
that lists the mufassirūn and their works, along with the level of 
popularity of these works based on manuscript records and the 
commentators’ ideological affiliations. The central thesis of the research 
revolves around “two enigmas” (in Chapter 1) that Ross posits in Muslim 
exegetes’ approaches to biblical texts throughout the Islamic interpretive 
tradition. He argues that pre-modern Qur’an commentators were 
reluctant to engage directly with biblical texts in qur’anic exegesis, 
despite accessible translated biblical resources, the parallel exegetical 
contexts of the two scriptures, and signs of a moderate attitude towards 
reading Jewish and Christian sacred texts in qur’anic and hadīth proof-
texts (the first enigma). What Ross finds more striking is that this 
attitude stood in stark contrast to the widespread incorporation of 
narrative material of Jewish and Christian origin, commonly known as 
isrāʾīliyyāt, into tafsīr. It would be helpful to highlight here that the 
mufassirūn regarded isrāʾīliyyāt as an existing component of Islamic 
interpretive sources.  
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In his monograph on the critique of isrāʾīliyyāt in modern tafsīrs, Mesut Kaya compellingly argues 
that the transmission of knowledge or historical information through a reliable narrator (rawi) and 
transmission chain (isnād) was central to the inner dynamics of tafsīr practices in the classical period. 
In line with this dynamic, the material of isrāʾīliyyāt was transmitted by reliable narrators and isnāds 
throughout the centuries, a process that eventually gives these narratives a character of Islamic 
interpretive material. Therefore, the premodern mufassirūn largely did not hesitate to use isrāʾīliyyāt 
and felt little need to consult biblical scripture for qur’anic exegesis.1 This reluctance raises profound 
questions about historical interpretations, scriptural authority, and the socio-political conditions that 
shape scholarly engagement. Contrary to the ambivalent exegetical approach in the pre-modern era, a 
widespread and virtually unprecedented shift occurred in the second half of the 19th century, as Ross 
demonstrates, wherein Qur’an commentators globally began to engage directly with and draw upon 
the biblical text in a systematic manner (the second enigma). It is even more intriguing that, although 
modern commentators restricted the authentic Islamic sources solely to the Qur’an and hadīth, and 
were more firmly informed about the historical transmission of biblical texts—being more critical 
regarding the integrity of the Bible compared to their predecessors, owing to the then newly emerged 
research area of higher biblical criticism—they nevertheless engaged with the biblical text in their 
exegetical works. 

By placing two enigmas at the forefront, Ross invites readers to re-evaluate the historical, socio-
political and practical reasons that were at play behind the question of why the majority, with a few 
exceptions, of pre-modern Qur’an commentators refrained from using biblical citations. While 
acknowledging that explaining the exact reasons for this historical dearth of direct biblical engagement 
is a challenging historiographical endeavour, the evidence strongly suggests that it was not the norm 
before the modern era.  Ross’s critique of two prevailing explanations —the negative impact of tahrīf 
doctrine and legal prohibitions against the use of biblical scripture— reveals their limitations and 
inadequacies. Instead, he proposes that “liturgical, codicological, and geographical barriers” delayed 
access to Bible translations among Muslim scholars until the 12th century, after which Muslims 
appeared to have convenient direct access to biblical texts. (pp. 59-61). Ross further clarifies that from 
the 12th century onwards, the majority of Arab lands had predominantly become Muslim, which 
eventually left little opportunity for religious engagement and deepened the “communal segregation” 
between Muslims and non-Muslim societies. He argues that Muslims considered their positions 
culturally, politically and socially superior to Christians and Jews, who were religious minorities, so 
much that they did not regard the Bible and Jewish-Christian traditions as valuable sources of 
knowledge, perhaps only “a superseded relic of the past” (p. 70). These shifting socio-political and 
historical circumstances of medieval Muslim exegetes had a decisive influence on their perception of 
Jewish and Christian scriptures, restraining them from using biblical material in Qur’an commentary, 
albeit with a few exceptions. 

The 15th-century Mamluk scholar and exegete al-Biqāʿī (d. 1480) is one of these exceptional 
scholars, notable for his defence and direct use of the Bible in his Naẓm al-durar, particularly in service 
of highlighting qur’anic coherence (munāsaba). In Chapter 4, Ross specifically seeks a plausible 

 
1  Mesut Kaya, Çağdaş Tefsirlerde İsrâiliyat Eleştirisi [The Criticism of Isrāʾīliyyāt in Contemporary Qur’an 

Commentaries], (Ankara: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı Yayınları, 2018), 505-506. 
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explanation for why al-Biqāʿī took a remarkably divergent path from traditional exegetical methods 
in deploying biblical material in qur’anic exegesis, despite being a “conservative” scholar. Expanding 
on two propositions —that al-Biqāʿī’s primary motivation in his excessive use of biblical texts may 
have been driven by “hermeneutical needs” (by W. Saleh) or “his theory of coherence” (by M. 
McCoy)—Ross argues that al-Biqāʿī may have sought to compile an unprecedentedly comprehensive 
commentary that would surpass not only previous Quran commentaries but also those of his time in 
both scope and methodology, which is a motive that would align well with the “competitive and 
innovative” dynamics of his intellectual milieu. Ross also explains that al-Biqāʿī’s close relationships 
with the Mamluk elites, who had Jewish and Christian networks, and the court may have afforded him 
opportunities to engage with Jews, Christians, and former Jewish and Christian converts employed in 
the administration. He argues that this multi-faith intellectual environment and networks may have 
had a significant impact on his radical method of incorporating biblical material into his tafsīr. One 
interesting aspect of this section is the context in which Ross examines the level of influence of the 
Christian-Jewish and European backgrounds on the social and inter-religious dynamics of al-Biqāʿī’s 
environment. His work was admired and cited by later commentators; yet, his specific practice of 
quoting the Bible was not widely adopted by his admirers in subsequent centuries.  

The book then delves into exploration of the factors influencing the nineteenth-century biblical 
turn by highlighting three pivotal elements: the increased accessibility of biblical texts through mass 
printing, the diminishing of religious distinctions due to the Ottoman Tanẓīmāt reforms and the Arab 
Renaissance, and the influence of the intense activities of European and American Christian 
missionaries. Among these, Ross suggests that Tanẓīmāt reforms as a factor that may have contributed 
to opening “the Muslim world to ‘the other’ which might have potentially triggered a heightened 
Muslim interest in the Bible. While this is a compelling and suggestive line of inquiry, a more 
conclusive assessment of the Tanẓīmāt’s impact might benefit from further contextualisation —
something that himself acknowledges—within a more expansive study of Ottoman biblical 
engagements, including their entanglements with the Nahda, missionary endeavours, and responses 
from Ottoman scholarly milieus, which remains a largely understudied area of research to this day. 

The application of Nile Green’s model of a competitive “religious economy” provides an 
interesting analytical framework for the discussion. It suggests that Muslim scholars were strategically 
responding to the missionary presence by adopting their methods to reclaim and redefine the narrative 
surrounding biblical texts. This aspect is particularly intriguing as it showcases a proactive stance 
among Muslim scholars rather than a purely defensive one, which Ross describes as “an attempt by 
Muslim scholars to co-opt the Bible … but for Islamic ends.” (p. 124) He further explores “the 
typologies of biblical turn” by categorising some influential modern figures into three main ideological 
classifications: Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī (d. 1914) as “the most important Syrian Purist Salafī,” 
Muḥammad ʿAbduh (d. 1905) and Rashīd Riḍā (d. 1935) as the most important “Modernist Salafīs 
and co-authors of Tafsīr al-manār,” and Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir Ibn ʿĀshūr (d. 1973) as “one of the most 
important Late Sunnī Traditionalists” (pp. 127-139). He examines the various purposes for which these 
modern commentators began to employ the Bible, the authority they attributed to it relative to other 
interpretive sources, such as the Qur’an and hadīth, and isrāʾīliyyāt, and, most significantly, the ways 
in which this engagement reshaped the tafsīr tradition. The analysis of the case studies underscores 
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the varied approaches within this “biblical turn.” Abduh, for example, uses biblical texts as historical 
sources that are practically helpful in understanding the history of earlier prophets and their nations. 
Similar to Abduh, Ibn ʿĀshūr is also noted for quoting the Bible extensively and viewing it as essential 
for fulfilling one of the Qur’an’s stated purposes: teaching the stories of earlier peoples. To achieve this 
aim, he lists the field of history and comparative religion among the necessary disciplines. By 
measuring the level of scriptural authority that the mufassirūn attributed to the Bible through their 
charitable reading of the text, alongside their opinions on the issue of tahrīf, Ross claims that they 
granted “a limited degree of authority” to the biblical text, even though they were all critical of its 
reliability (p. 207).  

In Chapter 8, Ross presents two primary consequences of the biblical turn, albeit describing them 
as “minor” and not “dramatic,” for modern tafsīr through two case studies. The first one leads to the 
new interpretations of qur’anic narratives, challenging conventional exegesis. Ross claims that the 
discovery of “a hitherto biblical subtext” led to entirely new interpretations of qur’anic passages, 
potentially representing a break from earlier exegetical consensus (pp. 209-211). The example of Hagar 
and Sarah, and specifically the question of why Sarah laughed in the biblical narrative (Genesis 18: 2-
12), serves as a case study for such reinterpretation driven by direct engagement with the biblical text. 
As for the second consequence of the biblical turn, Ross argues that modern commentators utilised 
the direct engagement with the biblical text as a tool to supplant the reliance on isrāʾīliyyāt in tafsīr. 
By turning directly to the received biblical text, modern exegetes were making a conscious choice 
about source preference and authority. Ross argues that this decision to favour the biblical text over 
isrāʾīliyyāt had profound consequences, not just for the source material used, but for the interpretation 
of specific qur’anic narratives. The gender-related implications of this preference of the mufassirūn, for 
instance, are evident in the changing interpretation of figures like Eve and the question of her 
responsibility for the Fall, where traditional interpretations might have been influenced by isrāʾīliyyāt 
rather than the biblical text itself. 

In tracing the biblical turn, Ross adeptly poses critical questions about the nature of scripture 
within Islam, the reverberations of this turn across different linguistic contexts, and its potential future 
trajectory. This push for deeper inquiry challenges the conventional boundaries that separate Islamic 
scripture from the biblical canon, raising vital discussions about urging a reassessment of its role 
within modern Islamic thought. He argues that although modern commentators have occasionally 
used the biblical subtext to extend the meaning of the qur’anic verses in ways that are contrary to the 
literal meaning of the Qur’an, they do not regard it as a canonical text, but rather as a historical book 
that “serves as corroboration for other evidence” (p. 217). Building on this observation, he claims that 
the received biblical text has come to occupy a complex, “liminal space” within modern Islamic 
thought, potentially challenging traditional notions of “scripture” and “canon” (p. 220).  

While the book’s insights are both original and stimulating, Chapter 8 —addressing the complex 
consequences of the biblical turn— holds the potential to be further enriched with additional case 
studies examining the new interpretations of modern commentators across different facets. 
Admittedly, such an expansion may have exceeded, as the author notes, the intended scope of the 
current volume and caused practical constraints, given the vastness of the tafsīr tradition and the 
book’s present scope. Nevertheless, support with a broader sample could have allowed for a more 
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precise and more comprehensive demonstration of this multifaceted turn and the Bible’s increasing 
role in modern tafsīr, thereby further strengthening the book’s thesis that the biblical turn reshaped 
modern qur’anic exegetical discourse.  

Overall, Qur’an Commentary and the Biblical Turn represents a significant and thought-
provoking contribution to the study of tafsīr and Muslim-Christian intellectual and theological 
engagements. By rigorously documenting and contextualising the historical rarity of direct biblical 
engagement in pre-modern Arabic Sunnī tafsīrs and charting the rise and impact of the “biblical turn” 
in the modern period, Ross compels scholars to re-evaluate established narratives about the trajectory 
of Qur’an commentary and the dynamic interplay between Islamic and biblical interpretive traditions. 
This book is undoubtedly an essential read for scholars and students of Islamic exegesis, interreligious 
relations, and, more broadly, Islamic studies. 

Bibliography  

Kaya, Mesut. Çağdaş Tefsirlerde İsrâiliyat Eleştirisi (The Criticism of Isrāʾīliyyāt in Contemporary Qur’an 
Commentaries [Reviewer’s trans.]). Ankara: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı Yayınları, 2018. 

Ross, Samuel. Qur’an Commentary and the Biblical Turn: A History of Muslim Exegetical Engagement with 
Biblical Text. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2024. 

https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/oksident/issue/92047

	Bibliography


<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<



    /BGR <>

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>

    /GRE <>



    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)

    /HUN <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>

    /RUM <>

    /RUS <>

    /SKY <>

    /SLV <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>

    /UKR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



