Calii b a0 ST 8L 30 OT B Of guito S1HT yobai gaw

Ol 018 oDl 33T o855 €55 ot (o) (imast plal Sl oty e 5 0T 3 pske 05,5 06,73 (6 mils 14550 ol )
Ol el Dl 33T o885 €55 et (o) (ot plal sl oty cutom 5 T 5 ke 05,5 Dot g A Sk homn Y

Ol €5 ¢ oDl 13T o313 €05 5 e (o) ipmst el S sl Aoty et 03,82 s o rrmm dabls o ¥

m.taghdisi@iau.ac.ir :J s ot 5 ool

s>
2345 Sl cage (slag sdsn 1l odils B (At 5 4|y s A 5 06 )Lai OT 53 5 bl gn Commne (Lo 5k 0 i 2 5168 S i

G o alin 10l otalie BB Ol e 61T 53 (155185 5 s 05387 6 g ook ol gy 2 Lol €l 2503 3 Oty O e ¢ 55 s (gl s 93
o cokd Bl o (o5 gy 4 a8 Alie ol 55 o sl 03 g K8 dr 5 (B ad 0 dr 5 4ine ) dr 3 Ol e ST sk ol &l 0T
;;_,\:;a,b;;ﬂ,@@,n;u'C,,,la:ﬂ4,_g.u,jd\,;.upwﬂw,ﬁbgup‘rmﬂw;l‘5):?5,«pmus,,_.dvr,;u;,y WY LT
oS 2l el 53 5 ASbn (OIS s o il @ anr o3 oaT Sy (Sl dile Citie DUT Ogal g 0l - e iy 4 el g 505 s
3 Fle Ol e o Joy3 ool 035y AT b 5 ey Lol i1 428 SUT ) alis 5168715 T a5 pobize O s 457 Zd OT (6L 87 355 oo 0>

a3 ST 0l Sl pl 35055 (5 AlS Dl Dl 5 (s slals Lo bl 5 6T (5 wla gz b jolae

A5 g ety ol (O s (LT e 1O 51 gMST

VP Ctgnsyl Ve bl b
VEF sl e ) s Sk gl
VO sls e Vet ey gl

VP ) ol b

el 4 & &y 50 (CCBY-NC 4.0) p1,8 U sollas 13T s oy ooty e ol L5 .l 0kt 5 40 oo Wl ) L5 G g poles \\w 8


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

The Evolution of Qur’anic Exegetes’ Views on Verses Related to the Trinity

1. Robabeh Ghasemi Mobarakeh: PhD Student, Department of Quran and Hadith Sciences, Y1.C., Shahr-e Ray, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
2. Mohammad Mahdi Taghdisi*: Department of Quran and Hadith, Y1.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
3. Seyedeh Fatemeh Hosseini Mirsafi: Department of Philosophy, YI.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email: m.taghdisi@iau.ac.ir

Abstract

The doctrine of the Trinity, which constitutes one of the most prominent beliefs of Christianity and through which Christians have
transformed monotheism into Trinitarian monotheism, is among the important issues addressed by Qur’anic exegetes across different
historical periods. However, an examination of Qur’anic commentaries from the third century onward reveals discernible changes and
developments in exegetical views. Accordingly, the central problem of this study concerns the domains, subjects, and forms in which this
evolution of exegetical opinions has occurred. The purpose of this article, written using a descriptive—analytical method, is to examine
verse 171 of Stirat al-Nisa’ and verse 73 of Siirat al-Ma’idah by drawing on early, middle, late, and contemporary Qur’anic commentaries.
This study traces the trajectory of exegetical developments regarding the doctrine of the Trinity and seeks to answer the research question
raised with respect to the selected verses. The findings derived from consulting the commentaries—predominantly theological in nature
and less frequently found in narrative exegesis—indicate that early and middle exegetes largely confined themselves to expanding upon
and explicating the verses. By contrast, late and contemporary exegetes, through recourse to Christian religious sources and engagement
in polemical debate with Christian scholars, have articulated more comprehensive explanations and viewpoints concerning these doctrinal
deviations.
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Extended Abstract

The doctrine of the Trinity occupies a central and highly contested position in Christian theology, while at the
same time constituting one of the most explicitly criticized beliefs in the Qur’an. From an Islamic theological
perspective, the core message of all revealed religions is uncompromising monotheism, and the original
message of Jesus Christ is understood to have been no exception. Nevertheless, historical processes of doctrinal
development, theological speculation, and post-prophetic reinterpretation led Christianity toward a Trinitarian
formulation of the divine, which Islamic sources consistently reject as a form of doctrinal excess (ghultiw).
Qur’anic criticism of the Trinity is articulated most explicitly in verse 171 of Siirat al-Nisa’, which warns the
People of the Book against exaggeration in religion and commands them not to say “Three,” and in verse 73
of Suirat al-Ma’idah, which unequivocally declares disbelief on the part of those who claim that God is “the
third of three.” Muslim exegetes across the centuries have engaged these verses extensively, yet their
approaches, emphases, and interpretive strategies have not remained static. This study is grounded in the
premise that Qur’anic exegesis is historically situated and intellectually responsive to broader theological,
philosophical, and interreligious contexts. Accordingly, it investigates how exegetes from the third century
onward conceptualized the Trinity, identified its referents, and assessed its theological implications, and how
these interpretations gradually evolved from relatively concise, text-centered explanations into more elaborate,
polemical, and historically informed analyses. Early and middle exegetes largely confined themselves to
explicating the Qur’anic text itself and clarifying the apparent meanings of “three” and “third of three,”
whereas later and contemporary exegetes increasingly turned to Christian sources, historical councils, and
interreligious debates in order to provide more comprehensive critiques of Trinitarian doctrine (1, 2).

From a methodological standpoint, this research adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical, and comparative
approach. It is classified as fundamental research insofar as it addresses the doctrinal foundations of
Christianity from the perspective of Islamic theology rather than pursuing applied or instrumental objectives.
The data set consists of Qur’anic commentaries (tafsir works) spanning four broadly defined historical periods:
the early period (third to sixth centuries), the middle period (seventh to ninth centuries), the late period (tenth
to thirteenth centuries), and the contemporary period (fourteenth and fifteenth centuries). Given the theological
nature of the subject matter, the study primarily focuses on doctrinal and rational commentaries rather than
purely narrative or tradition-based exegesis, which played a more limited role in shaping interpretive
developments on this issue. The analytical procedure involves examining exegetical statements on the two
focal verses, identifying recurring interpretive patterns, and comparing shifts in terminology, argumentative
strategies, and sources of authority across periods. Special attention is paid to how exegetes defined the
addressees of the verses, interpreted the prohibition “do not say three,” conceptualized the meaning of “third
of three,” and explained the Christian notions of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. By placing these interpretations
within their historical and intellectual contexts, the study seeks to illuminate the dynamics through which
Qur’anic exegesis responded to changing theological challenges and expanding interreligious encounters (3,
4).

In its conceptual framework, the study first outlines the doctrine of the Trinity as understood within mainstream
Christian theology. According to Christian sources and ecclesiastical councils, the Trinity affirms belief in one
divine essence subsisting in three hypostases or persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. While
Christians insist that this formulation does not entail belief in three gods, Muslim exegetes have consistently
questioned the coherence of this claim, arguing that numerical plurality at the level of persons inevitably
compromises absolute divine unity. Classical exegetes frequently cited Christian creeds and councils—
sometimes indirectly—to illustrate the internal logic of Trinitarian theology and to highlight what they
perceived as its contradictions. Many commentators explained that Christians describe the Father as the divine
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essence, the Son as the divine Word or knowledge incarnated in Jesus, and the Holy Spirit as divine life or
vitality, all of which are said to be fully God. Muslim exegetes, however, argued that whether these are
understood as independent entities or as essential attributes, the result is either an implicit multiplicity of gods
or an incoherent conflation of essence and attributes. This critique is repeatedly articulated in the tafsir
tradition, where analogies—such as comparing the Trinity to composite physical objects—are employed to
demonstrate the logical impossibility of simultaneously affirming numerical oneness and real plurality (2, 21).
When examining early exegetical treatments, the study finds that commentators of the third to sixth centuries
generally identified the primary addressees of the verses as Christians, though some included Jews insofar as
they were also accused of exaggeration in religious matters. These exegetes typically interpreted “do not say
three” as a prohibition against affirming multiple divine entities, often stating that Christians regarded God,
Jesus, and Mary as divine figures. This interpretation was frequently supported by reference to verse 116 of
Sturat al-Ma’idah, where Jesus is asked whether he instructed people to take himself and his mother as gods
besides God. At the same time, some early exegetes acknowledged that Christians did not explicitly claim
belief in three separate gods but rather spoke of one God with three hypostases. Nevertheless, they maintained
that such formulations ultimately amounted to polytheism. Discussions of Christian sects—such as Jacobites,
Nestorians, and Melkites—appear in a rudimentary form during this period, primarily to illustrate internal
Christian _s»=| rather than to provide detailed historical analysis. Interpretations of the Holy Spirit were

likewise diverse, with exegetes variously identifying it as Gabriel, the Gospel, or a special divine spirit
associated with Jesus (6, 8, 10).

In the middle and late periods, exegetical discussions exhibit both continuity and gradual expansion. Seventh-
to ninth-century commentators largely reaffirmed the positions of their predecessors but began to articulate
more explicit rational critiques of Trinitarian metaphysics. Figures such as Fakhr al-Din al-Razi emphasized
the philosophical incoherence of attributing real multiplicity to the divine essence, arguing that Christian
theologians mistakenly treated essential attributes as independent realities. During the tenth to thirteenth
centuries, exegetes increasingly referenced the four canonical Gospels and noted inconsistencies in their
portrayals of Jesus, such as describing him alternately as Son of God, Son of Man, or servant of God. Some
commentators explicitly argued that the doctrine of the Trinity had no clear foundation in the original teachings
of Jesus and was instead the product of later theological developments influenced by pre-Christian pagan
traditions. Despite these expanded discussions, interpretations of the Holy Spirit remained largely consistent
with earlier views, and the core exegetical positions on the Qur’anic verses did not undergo radical
transformation during this phase (12, 17, 22).

A more pronounced shift becomes evident in contemporary exegesis from the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries. Modern exegetes, such as Allameh Tabataba’i, Ayatollah Javadi Amoli, Rashid Rida, and others,
display a marked engagement with Christian theology, church history, and interreligious polemics. They
explicitly analyze the historical emergence of Trinitarian doctrine, linking it to ecclesiastical councils and to
the influence of Greco-Roman, Egyptian, and other ancient religious traditions. These exegetes argue that early
Christianity was fundamentally monotheistic and that the Trinity was gradually introduced under the influence
of philosophical speculation and imperial politics, particularly following the conversion of Constantine. In
their interpretations of “third of three,” they offer nuanced discussions of whether the Qur’an critiques belief
in God, Jesus, and Mary as three gods or belief in the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as divine hypostases,
concluding that both formulations ultimately contradict genuine monotheism. Contemporary exegetes also
expand discussions of the Holy Spirit, examining its role in Islamic theology and distinguishing it from
Christian conceptions. This period is characterized by systematic engagement with Christian sources, direct
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dialogue with Christian scholars, and an explicit effort to respond to modern theological questions and
interfaith debates (1, 27, 28, 33).

In conclusion, the historical survey of Qur’anic exegesis demonstrates that while Muslim commentators across
all periods shared a fundamental rejection of the Trinity as incompatible with divine unity, the manner in which
they articulated this rejection evolved significantly over time. Early and middle exegetes primarily expanded
upon the Qur’anic text itself, whereas later and especially contemporary exegetes supplemented textual
interpretation with historical analysis, philosophical critique, and direct engagement with Christian theology.
This evolution reflects broader transformations in the intellectual horizons of Muslim scholars and highlights
the dynamic nature of Qur’anic exegesis as a discipline responsive to changing theological and cultural
contexts.
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