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O People of the Scripture!  Come to a Word 
Common to You and Us (Q. 3:64):  

The Ten Commandments and the Qur’an  

Sebastian Gμnther 

UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO 

The Ten Commandments of the Hebrew Bible, or the Old Testament, are 

undisputedly of fundamental significance for communities, societies and cultures of 

the Judeo-Christian tradition. Indeed, for many Jews and Christians this Biblical list 

of religious and ethical precepts is the Magna Carta of social order. It is a privileged 

record of law that constitutes a Biblical microcosm of God’s covenant with 

humankind. Naturally, the question arises as to whether the Qur’an also includes or 

expressly refers to God’s Ten Commandments. In other words, do the followers of 

the three monotheistic religions share a codex of religious and ethical rules equally 

crucial to their lives and coexistence?1  

In the Bible, as is well known, the Ten Commandments – termed in Biblical Hebrew 

aseret ha-dvarım and in Rabbinical Hebrew aseret ha-dibrΩt, ‘the ten words’; also 

called the Decalogue, derived from the Greek deka logoi, ‘ten words’ or ‘ten 

sayings’ – occur in two versions, in Exodus 20:1–17 and Deuteronomy 5:5–21.2 An 

additional, perhaps older, though less prestigious list of the Ten Commandments is 

included in Exodus 34:14–28.3 According to these passages, the Ten 

Commandments were divinely revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai and were engraved 

on two tablets of stone.4 They appear as a summary statement of the covenant 

requirement between God and the Israelites. Although they primarily consist of 

prohibitions, they carry direct implications for positive action.5  

The Ten Commandments are commonly divided into two groups, with five 

commandments in each.6 The first group primarily includes the rules concerning the 

relation of humans to God. They unconditionally prohibit polytheism, all forms of 

idolatry and blasphemy. Furthermore, there are the decrees that people are to rest on 

one day in seven, and honour their parents. The second group more directly regulates 

interaction between humans. These rules command that one shall not take human 

life, nor commit adultery, nor steal, nor bear false witness against one’s neighbour, 

nor desire persons or things not one’s own. The Ten Commandments in Exodus 

20:1–17 read as follows:7  
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(1) And God spoke all these words, saying, 

(2) ‘I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 

[1] (3) You shall have no other gods before (or: besides) me. 

[2]  (4) You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of 

anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or 

that is in the water under the earth. 

 (5) You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the Lord your 

God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 

children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, 

(6) but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and 

keep my commandments. 

[3]  (7) You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the 

Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain. 

[4]  (8) Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. (9) Six days you shall 

labour, and do all your work, (10) but the seventh day is a Sabbath to 

the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, 

or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your 

livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. (11) For in six 

days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, 

and rested the seventh day.8 Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath 

day and made it holy. 

[5]  (12) Honour your father and your mother, that your days may be long 

in the land that the Lord your God is giving you. 

[6] (13) You shall not murder.  

[7]  (14) You shall not commit adultery. 

[8] (15) You shall not steal. 

[9] (16) You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour. 

[10] (17) You shall not covet your neighbour’s house; you shall not covet 

your neighbour’s wife, or his male servant, or his female servant, or 

his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbour’s.’ 

The Ten Commandments are restated with a reinforcement of their significance in 

the New Testament. Jesus, who refers to them as simply ‘The Commandments’ 

(Mark 10:19), proclaimed them as binding under the New Law and provided a short 

list of them (Matthew 19:17–19).9 

The Qur’an and Classical Islamic Exegesis on the ‘Tablets’ given to Moses  

The Qur’an does not contain a passage commonly known as the Ten 

Commandments as such.10 However, on two occasions the Qur’an appears to make 

specific reference to the Commandments revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai. One 
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such reference is apparent in Q. 2:83–4 (Medinan period). It is the only Qur’anic 

passage that explicitly refers both to God’s Covenant and ‘the words of the 

Covenant, the Ten Commandments’.11 The passage reads as follows:12  

(83) REMEMBER WHEN WE MADE A COVENANT WITH THE 

CHILDREN OF ISRAEL, 
‘You shall not serve any save God, and to  
Be good to parents, and the near kinsman, and to orphans, and to 
the needy; and 

Speak good to all people, and 

Perform the prayer, and 

Pay the alms’. Then you turned away, all but a few of you, swerving 

aside. 

(84) REMEMBER WHEN WE MADE A COVENANT WITH YOU:  

‘You shall not shed your own blood,  

Neither expel your own from your habitations’; then you confirmed 

it and yourselves bore witness ... 

The only other explicit reference is made in Q. 7:142–5 (late Meccan period), which 

relate that God revealed himself to Moses on Mount Sinai and wrote for him on the 

tablets (al-alw�˛) ‘admonitions and explanations for all things’.13 However, the 

contents of the text on these tablets are not specified any further in these passages:  

(142) And We appointed with Moses thirty nights and We completed 

them with ten, so the appointed time of his Lord was forty nights ...  

(143) And when Moses came [to Mount Sinai] to Our appointed time 

and his Lord spoke with him ...  

(144) Said He, ‘Moses, I have chosen thee above all men for My 

Messages and My Utterance; take what I have given thee, and be of 

the thankful.’  

(145) And We wrote for him on the Tablets of everything an 
admonition, and a distinguishing of everything (mawfii÷atan wa-

tafßılan li-kulli shay√): ‘So take it forcefully, and command thy people 

to take the fairest of it.’ 

In their comments on Q. 2:83–4, early and classical Muslim exegetes14 offer 

extensive philological, grammatical, legal and contextual explanations regarding the 

laws of God’s covenant (mıth�q) with the Israelites. They indicate, for example, that 

these ayas are part of those passages in the Qur’an that are directed to the Jews in 

order to win them to the cause of Islam and make them allies of the Muslims. Apart 

from the particulars of these laws, the commentators discuss the belief that the 

Israelites broke the Covenant made at Sinai15 (Q. 2:83; see also Exodus 32:8), as the 

Jews in Medina during the lifetime of the Prophet Mu˛ammad testified16 (Q. 2:84). 
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Generally, the medieval Muslim commentators advance the idea that the precepts in 

these Qur’anic passages are also recorded or paralleled in the Torah. However, they 

do not assert a direct connection with the Biblical Ten Commandments.17  

In contrast, the commentators’ explanations of Q. 7:145 deal to some degree with 

‘the Tablets’ given to Moses, the prophet whose life-experience and career so closely 

parallels and, in the Muslim view, foreshadows that of Mu˛ammad; and who is, 

therefore, generally viewed as an important figure in the Islamic tradition.18 They 

identify, for example, the precious materials of which these Tablets were made. 

Emerald (zumurruda kha∂r�√) and green topaz (zabarjad, zabarjada kha∂r�√),19 but 

also ruby (y�qüta ˛amr�√) and diamond (jawhar) are mentioned, along with the 

wood of a tree from Paradise. The script on the Tablets is said to have been in gold. 

Other accounts relate that the Tablets were made of solid rock (ßakhra ßamm�√, 

green in colour, with the script in red, like the radiant beams of the sun (shufi�fi al-

shams).20 It is also believed that the Tablets were cleansed by Moses in a golden 

basin (†ast) from Paradise, which Moses was given by God; it was ‘the basin in 

which the Lord purifies (yaghsilu) the hearts of the prophets’.21 The number of the 

Tablets is given as ten, seven and two.22 However, the remarks on these technical 

details are rather brief.  

As for the ‘contents’ of the text on the Tablets revealed to Moses, the medieval 

Muslim exegetes say little. This indifference seems to be grounded in the Islamic 

belief that, through the revelation of the Qur’an, God ultimately determined what 

Muslims were to know of God’s revelation to humankind. Hence, the exegetes 

apparently felt no need to inquire further about a text that – from the viewpoint of 

the Sharıfia – was of no relevance to Muslims. In any case, since the Qur’an was the 

perfect iteration of the divine law, it seemed to these scholars more useful to refer to 

Islam’s holy scripture instead of consulting a text that may or may not represent the 

pure revelation to Moses.23  

An explanation as to why this might have been so is given by the authoritative 

Qur’an commentator and historian Abü Jafifar al-‡abarı (d. 310/923). He states, for 

example, that ‘[the text on the Tablets] determines things that the Israelites have 

been permitted to do and prohibited from doing’.24 In other words, for al-‡abarı this 

text provided Moses and his people with laws and guidance; it was not deemed to 

have a direct bearing on Muslims. Nonetheless, al-‡abarı – unlike most other 

commentators – provides short paraphrases of the content of the Tablets, although 

without identifying them as the Biblical Decalogue. He relies in this regard on the 

earliest authority of Judeo-Islamic traditions, Wahb ibn Munabbih (d. 114/732), a 

Jewish convert to Islam.25 

The theologian and exegete Fakhr al-Dın al-R�zı (d. 606/1209) also deals with these 

issues. He states that the text on these Tablets includes ‘legal regulations’ (a˛k�m), 

but also narrative material intended to induce obedience. The Tablets contain, he 
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says, ‘everything that Moses and his people needed [to know] concerning their 

religion (fı dınihim): that is, what is permitted and what is forbidden, what is virtuous 

and what is detestable’.26  

Interestingly, fiIm�d al-Dın ibn Kathır (d. 774/1373), the prominent Syrian Sh�fifiı 

˘adıth scholar, jurist and historian, maintains that the Tablets were given to Moses 

‘before’ he received the Torah.27 Ibn Kathır, like some other exegetes, also mentions 

that the plural word alw�˛ in this Qur’anic passage would refer to only ‘two tablets 

(law˛�n)’ – an explanation supported by the Biblical notion that ‘Moses ... went 

down from the mountain with the two tablets of the testimony in his hand’.28 A 

somewhat different view is offered in the popular commentary Jal�layn from the 

9th/15th century. Here it is said that, in the Qur’anic passage referring to the Tablets 

given to Moses, ‘[the term] “the Tablets” means “the Tablets of the Torah”.’29  

According to these and other, similar statements in the classical Qur’an 

commentaries, it appears that the medieval Muslim exegetes did not generally 

attempt to identify ‘the text’ of the Biblical Decalogue, or establish a connection 

between the Biblical Decalogue and any particular Qur’anic passage. Instead, most 

exegetes confined themselves to stating in general terms that the Tablets given to 

Moses stood for the text of the Torah.30 

Early Exegesis: Literary, Historical and Encyclopaedic Sources  

A different picture evolves from the exegetical tradition prior to the classical 

commentaries, and from certain literary and historical sources from medieval times.  

1. The Decalogue and its Contents  

The first example of this somewhat different approach to the Ten Commandments is 

drawn from the scholar of prophetic traditions and Qur’an commentator Muq�til ibn 

Sulaym�n (d. 150/767). Muq�til is known – and was often criticised by later 

medieval scholars – both for elaborating on the Biblical stories in the Qur’an and for 

regularly tracing his explanations of them back to the ahl al-kit�b, the ‘possessors of 

the Scripture’ or ‘People of the Book’.31 Perhaps for this reason, al-‡abarı makes no 

use of Muq�til’s exegetical work.32 Interestingly, Muq�til is quite specific when 

dealing with the Tablets given to Moses. He says:33  

God wrote on them (the Tablets) with His own hand:  

 I am God; there is no god but I, the Merciful, the Compassionate.  

[1] You shall not associate anything with Me,  
[2]  You shall not murder a human. 
[3]  You shall not commit adultery.  
[4]  You shall not steal.  
[5] You shall not dishonour your parents! 
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Another similarly definite piece of information is offered by the learned book-seller 
Ibn al-Nadım (d. 385/995) in his Fihrist, the great catalogue of the Arabic books 

known at his time. Ibn al-Nadım notes that one of the two Tablets given to Moses 

contained ‘the Covenant’ with God (al-mıth�q), the other ‘the Testimony’ that there 

is no other god but God (al-shah�da).34  

2. The Ten Commandments in the Qur’an 

A uniquely different perspective of the matter is evident in the work of the man of 

letters and Qur’an exegete Abü Is˛�q al-Thafilabı (d. 427/1035). In his popular Qißaß 

al-anbiy�√ (‘The Legends of Pre-Islamic Prophets’), probably the most 

comprehensive collection of its kind, al-Thafilabı devotes several pages to the 

Tablets which Moses received.35 He relates, for instance, how God sent Gabriel to 

Paradise to cut down a tree and manufacture nine tablets from it. Each of these 

tablets was made to fit Moses’ arm exactly. The tree from which Gabriel made the 

tablets was of green emerald. It is also said that God formed a pen from light which 

was longer than the distance between Heaven and Earth, and that – on a Friday – 

God wrote the Torah on the tablets for Moses with his own hand. God then 

commanded Gabriel, supported by as many angels as the number of the letters in the 

Torah, to carry the tablets to Moses and display them before him on the mountain.36 

Al-Thafilabı then provides a chapter (faßl), which is entitled ‘The Copy of the Ten 

Commandments (nuskhat al-fiashr al-kalim�t) that God Wrote on the Tablets for 

Moses, His Prophet and His Chosen One, Containing the Main Portion of the Torah, 

on which Each Prescription of the Religious Law Centres’.37 Al-Thafilabı goes on to 

offer close paraphrases of Q. 17:22–39.38 At the end of his account of the text on the 

Tablets, he expressly states:39 

These are the words of the Ten Commandments. God gave them in 

their entirety to the Prophet Mu˛ammad in eighteen ayas40 of Sürat 

Banı Isr�√ıl (‘The Israelites’), starting with [the first commandment] 

Thy Lord has decreed you shall not serve any but Him [Q. 17:23] to 

where He says That is of the wisdom thy Lord has revealed to thee 

[Q. 17:39].  

Furthermore, He summed up these words in the three ayas of Sürat 

al-Anfi�m (‘Cattle’), beginning with His words Say: ‘Come, I will 

recite what your Lord has forbidden you’, [Q. 6:151] and concluding 

with That then He has charged you with; haply you will be 

godfearing [Q. 6:153]. 

Al-Thafilabı makes two points in his comments on these Qur’anic passages. First, for 

al-Thafilabı, the Qur’an contains the Biblical commandments not merely in general 

terms, but the Decalogue itself. Second, the Ten Commandments given to Moses 

were revealed to Mu˛ammad in full: in eighteen ayas from Sürat Banı Isr�√ıl  
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(Q. 17); and in concise form in three ayas of Sürat al-Anfi�m (Q. 6). The Qur’anic 

passages which al-Thafilabı identified as containing the Ten Commandments read as 

follows:  

Q. 17:22–39 

 (22) Set not up with God another god, or thou wilt sit condemned 

and forsaken.  

(23) THY LORD HAS DECREED: 

[1] You shall not serve any but Him, and to  

[2] Be good to parents, whether one or both of them attains old age with 

thee;  

Say not to them ‘Fie’  

Neither chide them, but  

Speak unto them words respectful, (24) and 

Lower to them the wing of humbleness out of mercy and say, ‘My 

Lord, have mercy upon them, as they raised me up when I was little.’ 

(25) Your Lord knows very well what is in your hearts if you are 

righteous, for He is All-forgiving to those who are penitent. (26) And 

[3] Give the kinsman his right, and the needy, and the traveller; and  

Never squander; (27) the squanderers are brothers of Satan, and 

Satan is unthankful to his Lord. (28) But if thou turnest from them, 

seeking mercy from thy Lord that thou hopest for, then speak unto 

them gentle words. (29) And  

Keep not thy hand chained to thy neck, nor outspread it widespread 

altogether, or thou wilt sit reproached and denuded. (30) Surely thy 

Lord outspreads and straitens His provision unto whom He will; 

surely He is aware of and sees His servants. (31) And 

[4] Slay not your children for fear of poverty; We will provide for you 

and them; surely the slaying of them is a grievous sin. (32) And 

[5] Approach not fornication; surely it is an indecency, and evil as a 

way. (33) And  

[6] Slay not the soul God has forbidden [to be killed], except by right. 
Whosoever is slain unjustly, We have appointed to his next-of-kin 

authority; but let him not exceed in slaying; he shall be helped. (34) 

And  

[7] Do not approach the property of the orphan, save in the fairest 
manner, until he is of age. And fulfil the covenant; surely the 

covenant shall be questioned of. (35) And  
[8] Fill up the measure when you measure, and weigh with the straight 

balance; that is better and fairer in the issue. (36) And  
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[9] Pursue not that thou hast no knowledge of; the hearing, the sight, 

the heart – all of those shall be questioned of. (37) And  

[10] Walk not in the earth exultantly; certainly thou wilt never tear the 

earth open, nor attain the mountains in height. (38) All of that – the 

wickedness of it is hateful in the sight of thy Lord.  

 (39) THAT IS OF THE WISDOM THY LORD HAS REVEALED TO 

THEE: 

Set not up with God another god, or thou wilt be cast into Hell, 

reproached and rejected. 

Q. 6:151–3 

(151) Say: ‘Come, I will recite WHAT YOUR LORD HAS 

FORBIDDEN YOU;’ that you  

[1] Associate not anything with Him, and to 

[2] Be good to your parents, and 

[3] Slay not your children because of poverty; We will provide you and 

them; and that you  

[4] Approach not any indecency outward or inward, and that you  

[5] Slay not the soul God has forbidden, except by right. That then He 

has charged you with; haply you will understand. (152) And that you 

[6] Approach not the property of the orphan, save in the fairer manner, 

until he is of age. And 

[7] Fill up the measure and the balance with justice. We charge not any 

soul save to its capacity. And when you speak,  

[8] Be just, even if it should be to a near kinsman. And  

[9] Fulfil God’s covenant. That then He has charged you with; haply 

you will remember. (153) And that 

[10] THIS IS MY PATH, STRAIGHT; 

SO DO YOU FOLLOW IT, AND FOLLOW NOT DIVERS PATHS lest 

they scatter you from His path. That then He has charged you with; 

haply you will be godfearing.’ 

It is worth noting that contemporaries of the Prophet Mu˛ammad are said to have 

called Sura 17 Banü Isr�√ıl (‘The Israelites’) while the designation al-Isr�√ (‘The 

Night Journey’), has been preferred for this sura only since the time of the classical 

commentators.41 This change of name seems to echo a complex development and 

shift in focus that the Muslim community had been experiencing since the lifetime of 

the Prophet Mu˛ammad but that, from the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th centuries onward, 

became more pronounced. It concerned the growing awareness and self-confidence 

of the Muslims regarding the originality of Islam vis-à-vis Judaism and Christianity, 

to the extent that, by this time, the excellence of Mecca and Medina as holy cities 

and centres of worship in Islam was more prominently stressed than that of 
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Jerusalem.42 Such dynamic historical developments must be considered as well when 

surveying the Islamic literature on the issue of the Ten Commandments.43 However, 

if one compares the content, form and style of the relevant ayas in Suras 6 and 17 

with the respective passages in the Old Testament, one can only agree with Hartwig 

Hirschfeld’s assessment that the identified Qur’anic passages greatly resemble their 

equivalents in the Bible.44 

3. A Change in Perspective: Ten Qur’anic Ayas in the Torah 

The apparent reference to the Ten Commandments in al-Suyü†ı’s (d. 911/1505) al-

Itq�n fı fiulüm al-Qur√�n (‘Manual for the Study of the Qur’an’) stands out due to the 

way in which it is formulated. Al-Suyü†ı first quotes the grammarian and Qur’an 

scholar Abü fiUbayd al-Q�sim ibn Sall�m (d. 224/838) to the effect that, although 

this reference clearly pertains to Moses and the Torah, it subtly but unmistakably 

stresses the Islamic creed of the Qur’an’s superiority as God’s ultimate revelation. 

Abü fiUbayd states:45  

The first [part] that was revealed of the Torah were ten ayas of Sürat 

al-Anfi�m [Q. 6], [beginning with] In the Name of God, the Merciful, 

the Compassionate, Say: ‘Come, I will recite [what your Lord has 

forbidden you (Q. 6:151)] [and including] the ayas [following next, as 

indicated].  

Al-Suyü†ı then goes on to state: 

 Some scholars said: ‘This means that these ayas [of Sürat al-Anfi�m] 

comprise the very first ten verses that God wrote for Moses in the 

Torah. They are [as follows]: 

[1]  The affirmation that there is no other god but God (taw˛ıd All�h);  

 The prohibition of:  

[2] Polytheism (shirk);  

[3]  [Pronouncing] a false oath (al-yamın al-k�dhiba);  

[4] Dishonouring one’s parents (fiuqüq);46  

[5]  Murder (qatl); 

[6]  Adultery (zin�); 

[7] Stealing (sariqa); 

[8]  Bearing false witness (zür); 

[9]  Desiring that which belongs to others (madd al-fiayn il� m� fı yad al-

ghayr); and  

[10]  The command to honour Saturday [as a day without work] (al-amr bi-

tafi÷ım al-sabt). 
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4. Equivalents of the Ten Commandments in the Qur’an 

Al-˘akım al-Tirmidhı (d. ca 300/912), a scholar of the prophetic tradition and an 

eminent mystic, expressly promotes the idea of an intimate connection between the 

Biblical Decalogue and the text of the Qur’an. Like al-‡abarı, al-Tirmidhı also 

quotes Wahb ibn Munabbih to paraphrase the Biblical Ten Words. However, unlike 

al-‡abarı, al-Tirmidhı also reiterates Wahb’s comment that the Biblical 

Commandments have their exact equivalents in the Qur’an. Al-Tirmidhı says:47  

Wahb mentioned that these Ten Commandments (al-kalim�t al-

fiashr), which God wrote for Moses on the Tablets, are written down 

in the Qur’an (maktüb�t fı’l-Qur√�n); these are God’s statements that:  

[1] Whoso associates with God anything, God shall prohibit him 

entrance to Paradise, and his refuge shall be fire; and wrongdoers 

shall have no helpers [Q. 5:72];  

[2]  God declared about parents: Be thankful to Me and to thy parents; to 

Me is the homecoming [Q. 31:14];  

[3]  He said about murderers [sing. al-q�til]: And whoso slays a believer 

wilfully, his recompense is Hell, therein dwelling for ever, and God 

will be wroth with him and will curse him, and prepare for him a 

mighty chastisement [Q. 4:93];  

[4]  and about the oath (al-˛ilf): Do not make God a hindrance, through 

your oath, [to being pious and godfearing, and putting things right 

between people] [Q. 2:224];  

[5]  and about the testimony [that there is no other god but God] 

(shah�da): Pursue not that [which] thou hast no knowledge of; the 

hearing, the sight, the heart – all those shall be questioned of  

[Q. 17:36]. 

Abü’l-˘asan al-Kis�√ı, the (probably 5th/11th century) author of another famous qißaß 

al-anbiy�√ work, portrays the issue of the Ten Commandments in a distinctly 

different manner.48 In his book on the pre-Islamic prophets – an exquisite example of 

imaginative story-telling in medieval Arabic literature – al-Kis�√ı describes how the 

archangel Gabriel descended to Moses and said to him ‘Rise and mount my pearl- 

and coral-studded wing, which no one has ever mounted before!’ He also tells his 

readers that Gabriel bore Moses to the place where God had previously spoken to 

Moses; and that – upon arriving on Mount Sinai – Moses heard the sound of the Pen 

moving across the Tablets when God said to the Pen ‘Write!’49 Al-Kis�√ı then lists 

the commandments which God dictated. He quotes Ibn fiAbb�s (d. 68/687–8), a 

junior companion of the Prophet and later prominent exegete of the first generation 

of Muslims, who determines for each of the Biblical Commandments its equivalent 

in the Qur’an. This passage reads as follows:50  
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[1] ‘O Moses, I am God. There is no God but I. Worship Me and 

associate not anything with Me ...’ Ibn fiAbb�s said: The equivalent of 

this in the Qur’an (na÷ıruh� fı’l-Qur√�n) is: Be thankful to Me, and to 

thy parents; to Me is the homecoming [Q. 31:14].  

[2] ‘O Moses, kill not an inviolate soul except rightfully …’ The 

equivalent of this in the Qur’an is: And whoso slays a believer 

wilfully, his recompense is hell ... [Q. 4:93]. 

[3] ‘O Moses, steal not what belongs to another …’ [Ibn fiAbb�s] said: 

The equivalent of this in the Qur’an is: And the thief, male and 

female, cut off the hands of both … [Q. 5:38].’ 

[4] ‘O Moses, commit not fornication with your neighbour’s wife.’ The 

equivalent of this in the Qur’an is: Any one of you who has not the 

affluence to be able to marry believing freewomen in wedlock, let him 

take believing handmaids that your right hand owns ... [Q. 4:25]. 

[5] ‘O Moses, do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’ Ibn 

fiAbb�s said: The equivalent of this in the Qur’an is: The believers 

indeed are brothers; so set things right between your brothers ...  

[Q. 49:10]. 

[6] ‘O Moses, eat not that over which my name has not been spoken.’ Ibn 

fiAbb�s said: The equivalent of this in the Qur’an is: And eat not of 

that over which God’s Name has not been mentioned ... [Q. 6:121]. 

[7] ‘O Moses, give yourself leisure to worship me on the Sabbath day.’ 

Ibn fiAbb�s said: And well you know there were those among you that 

transgressed the Sabbath ... [Q. 2:65]. 

For al-Kis�√ı, there is no doubt that the commandments which Moses received are 

entirely included in the Qur’an and that they are binding on Muslims. Therefore, it is 

not necessary for us to pursue further the question as to whether or not the 

commandments which al-Kis�√ı provides perfectly match the commandments in the 

Bible, and whether or not Ibn fiAbb�s’ assignment of Qur’anic equivalents is 

warranted.51 

˘adıth Literature and Classical Exegetes on the ‘Contents’ of the Ten 
Commandments 

It is telling that the sayings of the Prophet Mu˛ammad as preserved in the early and 

medieval Sunnı ˘adıth literature do not expressly mention or otherwise deal with the 

Biblical Ten Commandments revealed to Moses.52 However, it seems to have gone 

unnoticed by modern scholars so far that in the ˘adıth literature there is a very 

strong presence of an Islamic equivalent to the Biblical Decalogue, even though 

medieval Muslim scholars did not associate these traditions in any way with Moses 

or the Bible. There are at least three distinct sets of ˛adıth reports that consist of a 
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short list of religious-ethical precepts decreed by the Prophet Mu˛ammad. All three 

traditions are very well attested in the most widely accepted and authoritative Sunnı 

˘adıth collections. 

The first and perhaps most widespread tradition relates the Prophet’s warning of the 

seven most severe offences or ‘seven deadly sins’ (al-sabfi al-mübiq�t). This 

tradition is transmitted on the authority of Abü Hurayra (d. 58/678), a close 

companion of the Prophet. It presents itself as what may be referred to as an ‘Islamic 

Septalogue’, and reads as follows:53 

The Prophet [once] stated, ‘Avoid (ijtanibü) the seven deadly sins’. 

The people asked him, ‘O Messenger of God, what are they?’ He 

replied:  

[1] ‘Associating another god with God (al-shirk bi’ll�h);  

[2] Practising sorcery (si˛r);  

[3] Killing a human that God has forbidden to kill, except by way of 

justice and law (qatl al-nafs allatı ˛arrama All�h ill� bi’l-˛aqq);54  

[4] Practising usury (akl al-rib�);  

[5] Consumption of an orphan’s property (akl m�l al-yatım);  

[6] Retreating when marching on the day of battle (al-tawallı yawm al-

za˛f); and  

[7] Falsely accusing chaste and virtuous women who are [good] believers 

(qadhf al-mu˛ßin�t al-gh�fil�t al-mu√min�t).’  

According to another tradition, the Prophet Mu˛ammad asked his followers during 

an assembly (majlis) to swear allegiance to him and collectively recognise and 

adhere to (b�yifiünı fial�) six particular precepts. They are as follows: ‘[1] Do not 

associate anything with God; [2] do not steal; [3] do not commit adultery; [4] do not 

kill your children; [5] do not accuse an innocent person; and [6] do not disobey 

[when ordered] to do good deeds.’55 It is worth noting that the authenticity of this 

prophetic saying is stressed in the introductory paragraph of the tradition, where it is 

said that the Prophet’s words were reported by fiUb�da al-∑�mit (d. 34/654–5), a 

close companion and active supporter of the Prophet, who was one of the leaders 

(naqıb) of those who promised to protect and defend Mu˛ammad on the night of the 

fiAqaba Pledge (in 621 and/or 622 AD). Furthermore, fiUb�da is identified as 

someone who had fought for the Muslim cause at the Battle of Badr (in 624 AD), the 

first significant and victorious battle of Mu˛ammad’s career.56  

Lastly, a very similar list of commands is also present in a third tradition transmitted 

by another, though slightly less prominent companion of the Prophet, ∑afw�n ibn 

fiAss�l al-Mur�dı. This tradition relates how the Prophet was asked by two Jews 

about ‘the nine clear signs (tisfi �y�t bayyin�t)’ that appeared by the hand of Moses 

to make Pharaoh stop his injustice and believe in God.57 Mu˛ammad is said to have 
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replied with a list of precepts that largely reiterates the injunctions in Q. 6:151–3. 

However, at the end this list also mentions the command – specifically addressing 

the Jews – to observe Saturday as a day of rest. The latter idea, as is well known, is 

not part of the Islamic religion. Thus, its inclusion in this list of precepts clearly 

shows that these ordinances were indeed meant to echo the Commandments in the 

Bible. Remarkably enough, the account of this encounter between the Prophet and 

two Jews concludes by stating that the Jews were so impressed by the Prophet’s 

answer that they kissed his hand and confirmed that he was a prophet.58  

It is worth emphasising that these distinct lists of prophetic axioms were well known 

to Muslims since the rise of Islam. These ideas thrived in the oral culture of early 

˘adıth transmission (as shown by how widespread they are in medieval religious 

literature), and they have come to be an integral and, in fact, characteristic part of the 

moral and ethical code of Islamic civilisation.  

Let us return at this point once more to the classical literature of Qur’anic exegesis. 

We may recall from what was demonstrated above that the medieval Muslim 

exegetes deal to some extent with the physical appearance of the tablets and the 

circumstances surrounding their revelation to Moses. However, as we have seen, the 

majority of the commentators do not expressly refer to the Ten Commandments or 

‘the ten words’. They do so neither in their comments on Q. 6:151–3 and Q. 17:22–

39, nor on Q. 2:83–4, despite the fact that al-‡abarı and Ibn Kathır, for example, do 

mention in general terms that these Qur’anic passages contain portions believed to 

be in the Torah.  

Other, later commentators present quite similar views, sometimes in an even more 

explicit way. For example, the M�likı scholar and exegete Abü fiAbd All�h al-

Qur†ubı (d. 671/1272), in his explanations of Q. 6:151–3, refers to Kafib ibn A˛b�r, a 

Jewish convert to Islam and the oldest authority on Judaeo-Islamic traditions. Kafib 

is reported to have commented on Q. 6:151 by saying ‘This aya is the opening 

passage of the Torah (h�dhihi’l-�ya muftata˛ al-Tawr�t)’.59 Al-Qur†ubı also quotes 

Ibn fiAbb�s to state that:60 

These ayas (Q. 6:151–3) are clear in and by themselves (mu˛kam�t) 

… All religions on earth have agreed upon them. It is also said that 

they are the Ten Commandments [originally] revealed to Moses. 

Al-Qur†ubı concludes by asserting that these ayas embody ‘God’s order to His 

prophet [Moses]’, mandating him in his time to call upon all humankind to adhere to 

the commandments.61  

Al-R�zı, a generation before al-Qur†ubı, offers an explanation that is particularly 

interesting. Al-R�zı differentiates between the instructions contained in Q. 6:151–3 

and ‘the book’ given to Moses, mentioned in the following aya, Q. 6:154. He says 
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that these Qur’anic instructions are everlasting and maintains that they date back to 

the time when God first gave rights and responsibilities to humankind. For al-R�zı, 

the instructions which the Qur’an here provides are common to all humankind and 

valid until doomsday. The Torah, on the other hand, was given to Moses at a time 

later than that which these ancient teachings represent. Al-R�zı reinforces the idea of 

the universal value of the Qur’anic Commandments when commenting on Q. 17:22–

39. Here he says that the rules given in this sura are common to all the religions.62  

These views arguably reflect the Islamic creed, according to which the Qur’an is the 

last and ‘perfect’ revelation of God to humankind, which, for Muslims, incorporates 

and reflects the reality of previously revealed holy scriptures. As Ibn Kathır 

emphasises, the clear instructions provided in Q. 6:151–3 are part of ‘the very 

essence of the Scripture (umm al-kit�b)’.63 The stress though – for al-Qur†ubı, al-

R�zı and other classical exegetes – is on the universal validity of these sets of 

religious-ethical values in Suras 6 and 17, rather than on any possible references to 

the Biblical Commandments. 

Later Medieval Theological and Historical Sources  

Several later medieval scholars also touch upon the issue of the Biblical Ten 

Commandments. The ˘anbalı theologian and jurisconsult Ibn Taymiyya  

(d. 728/1328), for example, states: ‘believing and affirming that God is one and 

unique (al-taw˛ıd) ... is the mightiest of God’s commands; it is the first of the Ten 

Commandments (al-kalim�t al-fiashr) in the Torah, while the Ten Commandments 

(al-waß�y� al-fiashr) in the concluding part of Sürat al-Anfi�m constitute their 

equivalent (na÷ıruh�)’ in the Qur’an.64 Ibn Taymiyya, however, does not specify 

further which ayas at the end of Sura 6 are meant. Furthermore, it is of note that Ibn 

Taymiyya seems to be the first Muslim scholar to use different terms for the Ten 

Commandments in the Bible (al-kalimat al-fiashr) and in the Qur’an (al-waßay� al-

fiashr).65  

Shih�b al-Dın al-Qalqashandı (d. 821/1418), a jurist and secretary in the Mamlük 

administration, writes that ‘the Ten Commandments (al-fiashr kalim�t) on the Tablet 

revealed to Moses ... are like a summary of what is contained in the Torah; they 

comprise orders (aw�mir) ... admonitions and explanations for all things [Q. 7:145], 

as God determined in the Qur’an’.66 However, like most other medieval Muslim 

scholars from later times, al-Qalqashandı does not expressly link the Biblical 

commandments to the Qur’anic revelation. 

The late, though very popular, ˘adıth collection of al-Kha†ıb al-Tibrızı  

(d. 740/1339–40) does not directly deal with the commandments revealed to Moses. 

However, al-Tibrızı gives remarkable prominence to the Prophetic Commandments 

transmitted in the ˘adıth. Thirteen traditions, consisting of lists of religious and, 
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above all, ethical axioms – these lists differ in wording and length, but not in essence 

– constitute the text of a chapter entitled ‘Capital Sins and the Signs of Hypocrisy’. 

Among these traditions, one stands out clearly, wherein a Jew asks the Prophet about 

‘the nine clear signs’ that appeared by the hand of Moses. Mu˛ammad is said to have 

answered with paraphrases of the Biblical Ten Commandments, including the 

command to observe the Sabbath.67 

The famous historian, sociologist and philosopher Ibn Khaldün (d. 808/1406) is 

explicit when he writes:68  

[After Moses and the Israelites had left Egypt, pursued by Pharaoh 

and his troops,] it took place: the special conversation with God 

(mun�j�t) on Mount Sinai (‡ür), God’s proclamation to Moses, the 

miracles following thereafter, and the revelation of the Tablets (nuzül 

al-alw�˛) – the Israelites claim they were two – containing the Ten 

Commandments (al-kalim�t al-fiashara, [sic]). They include:  

[1] The belief and verbal affirmation that there is no other god but 

God (kalimat al-taw˛ıd); [the command of] [2] observing the Sabbath 

by abstaining from any work during it (al-mu˛afa÷a fial�’l-sabt bi-

tark al-afim�l fıhi); and [3] piety towards parents during their entire 

life (birr al-w�lidayn li-†üli’l-fiumr); the prohibition of [4] murder, [5] 

adultery, [6] stealing and [7] bearing false witness; and that you shall 

not desire [8] anything from your neighbour’s house, [9] nor his wife 

[10] or any of his property. These are the Ten Commandments that the 

Tablets contain. 

Finally, the Arabic language lexicon Majmafi al-ba˛rayn (‘The Mingling of the Two 

Oceans’), by the Im�mı Shıfiı scholar Fakhr al-Dın al-‡uray˛ı (d. 1085/1648), needs 

to be mentioned for it provides similar straightforward information. When 

explaining t�büt, the term used in Arabic for the Ark, or ‘gold-plated wooden chest’ 

believed to have housed in Biblical times the Tablets that God had given to Moses, 

al-‡uray˛ı not only tells his Muslim readers that these Tablets contained the Ten 

Commandments, but also provides an accurate summary of the Biblical Decalogue. 

Moreover, he mentions the Decalogue again in the entry sifr, ‘book’ (especially for 

books of scripture), when identifying the main contents of the second book of the 

Torah which he says included the Ten Commandments revealed to Moses.69 

Modern Muslim Commentators and the Universal Value of the 
Commandments 

As with the classical exegetes, the ideas of the Islamic character and the universal 

value of the Qur’anic commandments are also given prominence by modern Muslim 

commentators and translators of the Qur’an. Three points will be highlighted here.  
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First, a number of modern Muslim scholars view the passages in Q. 6:151–3 and  

Q. 17:22–39 as particularly crucial for a deep understanding of Islam and the legacy 

of the Prophet Mu˛ammad.70 The Maghribi scholar Mu˛ammad al-Amın al-Shinqı†ı 
(1863–1913) promotes this view in an exemplary way by quoting the widespread 

tradition, ‘Whoso wishes to ponder (na÷ara) the ultimate injunction of the 

Messenger of God (waßıyat rasül All�h allatı fialayh� kh�tima) should read the Ten 

Commandments (al-waß�ya al-fiashr) safeguarded in the ayas [Q. 6:151–3]’. Al-

Shinqı†ı provides this insight on the authority of fiAbd All�h ibn Masfiüd (d. ca 

32/652–3), one of the closest companions of the Prophet Mu˛ammad and an early 

authority on Qur’anic exegesis.71  

Second, there is clear preference among modern Muslim scholars for the view that 

the Ten Commandments were already given to Abraham, the ‘first Muslim’ as 

Muslims believe, and then to Moses.72 This would support the Islamic idea that all 

the religions communicated by the prophets are based on the same fundamental 

principles. This essentially is what the twentieth-century Qur’an translator Abdul 

Hamid Siddiqui notes in his remarks on Sura 6.73 The modern day Shıfiı Indian 

scholar Syed Mir Ahmed Ali argues in the same spirit. In his translation of the 

Qur’an, Syed Ali clearly states that the ancient Covenant between God and 

humankind – as manifest in the commandments of Q. 2:84 and Exodus 20:13–17 – 

‘is binding on Muslims’. This is particularly true for the divine ordinances ‘not to 

shed human blood’ and ‘not to disrespect the property and rights of one’s fellow 

humans’. Syed Ali maintains that these commandments carry additional gravity for 

Shıfiıs given the ‘Tragedy of Karbala’ when Muslims fought against Muslims and the 

Prophet’s grandson al-˘usayn was killed.74 Furthermore, the liberal Muslim thinker 

Mu˛ammad Sha˛rür (b. 1938) from Syria makes specific reference to Q. 6:151–3 to 

support the assertion of the timelessness of the Word of God and of its manifestation 

in the Qur’an. In his thought-provoking publication al-Kit�b wa’l-Qur√�n: qir�√a 

mufi�ßira (‘The Book and the Qur’an: A Contemporary Reading’), he states: ‘If we 

reflect on these ayas, we easily realise that they are the Ten Commandments’.75 

Moreover, Sayyid Abü’l-Afil� Mawdüdı (1903–79), a noted interpreter of Islam and 

an influential political activist from Hyderabad, stated that the catalogue of 

commandments to be found in Sura 17 determines ‘those main basic principles ... on 

which Islam desires to build the whole structure of human life’. These precepts 

concern all areas of state, society and family affairs. They are a ‘manifesto’ revealed 

to the Prophet Mu˛ammad in Mecca shortly before the Hijra and, thus, at the 

beginning of a new era, to let everybody know ‘that the new Islamic Society and 

State’ are based on these eternal ‘ideological, moral, cultural, economic and legal 

principles’.76 

Third, the universal value of the commandments in the Qur’an is prioritised. This is 

particularly evident, for example, in Sayyid Qu†b’s (1906–66) comments on  

Q. 6:151–3:77  
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When we reflect on these commandments (waß�y�) ... we find that 

they provide an outline of our religion as a whole. They form the 

most essential element in the life of the human conscience as they 

establish the principle of God’s oneness. They are also most essential 

for the life of the human family and community since they ensure 

mutual security within society and make cleanliness an important 

quality of all social transactions. They are indeed pivotal for human 

life, since they guarantee the rights of every individual ... 

It is noteworthy that Sayyid Qu†b is speaking here about the universality of Islam, 

for he concludes with this unambiguous observation: ‘these basic and clear rules [as 

manifest in Q. 6:151–3] ... provide a summary of the Islamic faith and its social 

legislation’.78  

Conclusion  

The aim of this article has not been to identify and examine those statements evident 

throughout the Qur’an that refer more or less directly to legal, ethical and ritual 

issues addressed in the Ten Commandments of the Bible. Had that been our 

intention, we would have had to discuss the many specific Qur’anic rules concerning 

the relationships of humans to God and among themselves, including piety towards 

parents; respect for life; issues of family and sexuality; and care for truth, justice and 

protection of property.79 More specifically, we would have had to study all those 

other Qur’anic passages, which – like the Ten Commandments – use a ‘list’ to 

effectively convey laws and other instructions of religious and ethical significance.80 

Rather, this study has aimed to investigate and set forth what the Qur’an and Muslim 

scholars have said about the Biblical Decalogue and its relevance for Muslims. This 

approach has uncovered three key points:  

(1) Since the rise of Islam, it has been part of Muslim scholarly discourse to view 

two passages in the Qur’an (Q. 6:151–3 and 17:22–39) as representing a catalogue of 

commands which, to some extent, reflect or parallel the Ten Commandments in the 

Bible. (This view has also been posited by such nineteenth-century Western scholars 

as Sprenger, Hirschfeld and Speyer, and more recently by Brinner, Khoury and 

Lewinstein.81) However, while the close relationship between these particular 

Qur’anic passages and the Bible was evident and worth mentioning for the early 

exegete Muq�til ibn Sulaym�n, as well as for certain medieval, Muslim littérateurs 

and historians, it was much less so for the classical Qur’an commentators, who 

highlighted instead the Islamic character and the universal, timeless value of these 

Qur’anic sets of religious-ethical precepts. This subtle shift in emphasis may reflect 

– or may have been in response to – the development of an Islamic society and state 

in medieval times that was fully fledged, consolidated and in need of divinely 

ordained social rules and identity. This shift, however, may also have resulted from 
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the classical exegetes’ increased awareness of and sensitivity to issues such as the 

originality of the text and the message of the Qur’an, the relationship of the Qur’an 

to the Bible, and the position of Islam vis-à-vis Judaism and Christianity; issues that 

evidently had become a major theme of theological and polemical discussions 

between Muslims and Christians and Jews by this time.  

(2) If one compares the lists of commandments in the Bible and Qur’an, it is striking 

that both scriptures give the utmost prominence to the existence of one true God, 

who is the unique sovereign of the universe and the only ruler. In both the Bible and 

the Qur’an, the very first commandment thus requires those who believe in God to 

nourish and protect their faith, and to reject anything that is opposed to it. 

Furthermore, legal and ethical mandates that are key to human life and existence are 

also expressed in both scriptures in a similarly clear and powerful way. These 

commands mandate the honouring of parents and strictly prohibit murder, adultery, 

stealing, bearing false witness and coveting things not one’s own.  

(3) Despite these significant similarities, however, there are differences between the 

catalogues of religious-ethical precepts in the Bible and in the Qur’an. These 

differences relate to the emphasis and wording of certain commandments. Moreover, 

there are other commandments in the Qur’anic lists that are entirely absent from the 

Biblical lists, just as particular Biblical commandments are not included in the 

Qur’an.  

On the one hand, for example, the command ‘to keep the Sabbath holy’ and not to do 

any work on this day (so as to rest and devote one day in seven exclusively to the 

worship of God) is not included in the Qur’anic sets of the Commandments. On the 

other hand, unlike their Biblical counterparts the Qur’anic lists of the 

Commandments specifically emphasise human values such as giving one’s kinsman 

his due, not slaying one’s children because of poverty, trading correctly and fairly, 

and not following other people or their ideas blindly. At the time of the revelation of 

the Qur’an, moral stipulations of this kind were clearly of particular significance in 

Arabian (Bedouin) society. Given the enduring importance of these principles, 

however, it is not surprising that they were likewise emphasised by the medieval and 

especially the modern Muslim scholars quoted in this article.82 

These findings make it impossible to speak of one code common to and equally 

binding on all three monotheistic religions. However, as we have demonstrated, most 

of the crucial ideas at issue here are shared by the Bible and the Qur’an, and they are 

evidently held in particularly high esteem by the followers of all three monotheistic 

religions.     

We may conclude with a quotation from a letter that the Prophet Mu˛ammad is 

purported to have sent to the Byzantine emperor Heraclius (reg. 610–41 AD). In it 

the Prophet of Islam appealed to the Christian ruler by citing Q. 3:64, O People of 
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the Scripture! Come to a word common to you and us: that we serve none but God, 

and that we associate not anything [in worship] with Him; and none of us shall take 

others as Lords, apart from God.83 For those familiar with the Bible, the Prophet’s 

reference brings to mind the first of the Ten Commandments, ‘And God spoke ... “I 

am the Lord your God, You shall have no other gods besides me ...”.’ (Exodus 20:1–

3) and the Sinai revelation. For those familiar with the Qur’an, Mu˛ammad’s 

quotation from Sura 3 evokes the text and context of this sura, that is, a chapter of 

the Qur’an which ‘first documents the tension that arose between the Muslims and 

certain of the Jews and Christians’ at the time of the Qur’anic revelation but, 

importantly enough, ‘closes by emphasizing the unity of faith and conduct between 

the Muslims and [the] People of the Book’.84 Moreover, this reference effectively 

prompts recollection of other Qur’anic passages that begin with the summons: 

Remember when we took a covenant with the Israelites: You shall not serve any but 
him ... (Q. 2:83); Come, I will recite what your Lord has forbidden you: that you 
associate not anything with Him ... (Q. 6:151); and Set not up with God another god 

... Thy Lord has decreed: You shall not serve any but Him ... (Q. 17:22–3).  

As we have seen, these Qur’anic passages are uniquely valued by classical and 

modern Muslim scholars. Three main points stand out: (1) the plain and emphatic 

declaration of the oneness of God, a doctrine central both to the Bible and the 

Qur’an, that these Qur’anic passages convey;85 (2) their succinct and unequivocal 

articulation of ‘the fundamental and absolute tenets of Divine faith’, teachings of 

enduring power throughout human history;86 and (3) their specific reference to God’s 

solemn covenant with humankind and the revelation of the Ten Commandments at 

Mount Sinai. 

The prophetic instruction to come to a word common to you and us and seek ground 

that is common to Muslims, Christians and Jews thus gains a new dimension of 

significance. Given our increasingly diverse world, one may wonder if this prophetic 

message is not strong encouragement for us to recognise and make full use of the 

great potential inherent in the principles and values that civilisations, cultures and 

faith communities share. Such an outlook, which builds on this prophetic word, 

might indeed help animate a frank, sincere and constructive dialogue between 

communities and faiths, while at the same time reinforcing the idea that respect for 

our differences and the appreciation of cultural diversity and pluralism are sources of 

strength, not causes for division. 
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which first mentions the spouse (# 9) and then the property (# 10)’. See Felix Just, The Ten 
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Commandments: Similarities and Differences in Religious Traditions, http://catholic-
resources.org/Bible/Decalogue.htm. 

8  The idea that God rested after creation is based on Genesis 2:1–3. 

9  New Testament, Matthew 19, ‘(16) And behold, a man came up to him, saying, “Teacher, 
what good deed must I do to have eternal life?” (17) And he said to him, “Why do you ask me 
about what is good? There is only one who is good. If you would enter life, keep the 
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You shall not commit adultery, You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness, (19) 
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“If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have 
treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” (22) When the young man heard this, he went away 
sorrowful, for he had great possessions.’  

In Matthew 22: 34–40, Jesus condenses the commandments into two cardinal commands. The 
passage reads ‘(34) But when the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they 
gathered together. (35) And one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. (36) 
“Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” (37) And he said to him, “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” 
(38) This is the great and first commandment. (39) And a second is like it: You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself. (40) On these two commandments depend all the Law and the 
Prophets.’  

10  Most medieval Arabic sources use the term ‘the ten words’, al-fiashr kalim�t, as the 
designation for the Ten Commandments revealed to Moses. Al-Kalim�t al-fiashr and al-
kalim�t al-fiashara occur as well. The ancient expression al-fiashr kalim�t echoes the 
rabbinical Hebrew phrase fiaseret ha-dibrôt. In modern Arabic language, the term al-waß�y� 
al-fiashr (literally ‘the ten directions’ or ‘injunctions’) is generally used for ‘the Ten 
Commandments’. Interestingly, Aharon Maman in his article ‘The Sefrou (Morocco) Version 
of the al-fiAshar [sic] Kalim�t’ (Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 29 (2004), pp. 358–
76), says that the expression al-fiashr kalim�t is used in a homily ‘recited by Jews in many 
Arabic speaking communities during Pentecost’. However, his remark that ‘this expression 
seems to be unique to this text and is not attested elsewhere’ (pp. 358–9) requires 
reconsideration in the light of the material presented in this study.   

11  Exodus 34:28. 

12  In the citation below, Arberry’s translation has been adjusted insofar as wa-idh (lit. 
‘when’) is rendered as ‘remember’ (see Paret, ˜bersetzung, Einleitung, p. 3), al-n�s as ‘all 
people’ and mıth�q as ‘covenant’. Mıth�q is the noun of instrument from wathiqa ‘to trust, 
have confidence in’ or wathuqa ‘to be firm’. Mıth�q in Q. 2:83 and 84 has been rendered 
differently in English translations of the Qur’an; as ‘covenant’ (e.g. Yusuf Ali, Pickthal and 
Shakir), ‘compact’ (Arberry), ‘pledge’ (Muhammad Asad, Abdel Haleem) and 
‘Verpflichtung’ (Paret in his German translation). See also C.E. Bosworth, art. ‘Mıth�

&
k’ 

(‘covenant, agreement’, also ‘[political] compact’) in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edn.  

13  See also Julian Obermann, ‘Koran and Agada: The Event on Mount Sinai’ in American 
Journal of Semitic Languages and Literature 58 (1941), pp. 24–48, esp. p. 30, p. 34, pp. 37–9; 
and Brannon Wheeler’s critique of this article in his book Moses in the Quran and Islamic 
Exegesis (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2002), pp. 1–4. For the implications of the Sinai 
revelation and the Mosaic discourse in Jewish and Christian traditions, see Hindy Najman’s 
insightful Seconding Sinai: The Development of Mosaic Discourse in Second Temple Judaism 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2003); and Friedrich Wilhelm Graf, Moses Vermächtnis: ˜ber göttliche 
und Menschliche Gesetze (Mμnchen: Beck, 2006), esp. ch. 4 ‘Zehn Gebote’, pp. 33–64. The 
different methods of classifying suras according to periods of revelation and communication 
of the divine word, along with an initial contextual-stylistic analysis of Suras 6 and 7, are 
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presented in Theodor Nöldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, 2nd edn (3 vols, Leipzig: 
Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1909–38; reprinted Hildesheim: Olms bearbeitet von 
Friedrich Schwally, Gotthelf Bergsträßer und Otto Pretzl, Leipzig, 2000), vol. 1, pp. 72–4, pp. 
143–4, pp. 158–62. 

14  For a survey of classical Muslim exegesis, see Claude Gilliot, art. ‘Exegesis of the 
Qur√�n: Classical and Medieval’ in Encyclopaedia of the Qur√�n. For the specifics of Shıfiı 
exegesis, see Todd Lawson, art. ‘Hermeneutics’ in Ehsan Yar-Shater (ed.), Encyclopaedia 
Iranica (12 vols to date, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982–2004) vol. 12, pp. 235–9.  

15  Exodus 24:7, ‘Then he (Moses) took the Book of the Covenant and read it in the hearing 
of the people. And they said, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be 
obedient”.’  

16  ‘Mafishar al-Yahüd bi’l-Madına’, see Abü’l-˘asan Muq�til ibn Sulayman al-Azdı al-
Khur�s�nı al-Balkhı (d. 150/767), al-Tafsır, ed. fiAbd All�h Ma˛müd Shi˛�ta (5 vols, Beirut: 
Mu√assasat al-Ta√rıkh al-fiArabı, 1423/2002), vol. 1, p. 120. For example, see also 
Mu˛ammad ibn Jarır al-‡abarı (d. 310/923), al-Tafsır: j�mifi al-bay�n fian ta√wıl �y al-Qur√�n 
(30 vols, Beirut: D�r al-Fikr, 1405/1984), vol. 1, pp. 388–96; J. Cooper, W.F. Madelung, A. 
Jones (trs), The Commentary on the Qur√�n, ... being an abridged translation of J�mifi al-
bayan fian ta√wıl �y al-Qur√�n (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), pp. 
422–9; Abü’l-Q�sim Ma˛müd ibn fiUmar al-Zamakhsharı (d. 538/1144), al-Kashsh�f, ed. 
fiAbd al-Razz�q al-Mahdı (4 vols, Beirut: Dar I˛y�√ al-Tur�th al-fiArabı, 1418/1997), vol. 1, 
pp. 186–7; Fakhr al-Dın Mu˛ammad ibn fiUmar al-R�zı (d. 606/1209), al-Tafsır al-kabır (32 
vols, Beirut: D�r al-Kutub al-fiIlmiyya, 1421/2000), vol. 3, pp. 149–56. Jal�l al-Dın fiAbd al-
Ra˛m�n ibn al-Kam�l al-Suyü†ı (d. 911/1505), al-Durr al-manthür fı’l-tafsır al-ma√thür  
(8 vols, Beirut: D�r al-Fikr, 1993), vol. 1, pp. 209–11.  

17  Adel Theodor Khoury, Der Koran: Arabisch-Deutsch, ˜bersetzung und 
wissenschaftlicher Kommentar (9 vols, Gμterloh: Gμtersloher Verlagshaus, 1990–8), vol. 1, 
pp. 39–42. See also Uri Rubin, art. ‘Children of Israel’ in Encyclopaedia of the Qur√�n; 
Gerhard Böwering, art. ‘Covenant’ in Encyclopaedia of the Qur√�n.  

18  See also William M. Brinner, ‘An Islamic Decalogue’ in William M. Brinner and 
Stephen D. Ricks (eds), Studies in Islamic and Judaic Traditions, Papers Presented at the 
Institute for Islamic-Judaic Studies (Atlanta: Georgia Press, 1986), pp. 67–84, esp. p. 68, pp. 
72–5. Brinner meticulously compares the two relevant Qur’anic passages with those in the 
Bible. However, he limits himself to basically confirming the similarities and specifics of 
content and style that these Qur’anic passages display when compared with their Biblical 
equivalents. Brannon Wheeler offers a different and, perhaps, questionable view. Based on the 
accounts in the Qur’an and Qur’anic exegesis he has studied, he concluded that ‘it is evident 
that Muslim exegesis does not hold up Moses as an exemplary prophet to be imitated or hoped 
for in the future ... [In fact,] Muslim exegetes use this contrast between Moses and 
Muhammad to conceptualize the differences between themselves and other People of the 
Book, particularly the Jews as imagined to be the Prophet’s opponents in Medina’; see his 
Moses in the Quran, p. 125. 

19  As for the materials of the Tablets, zabarjad can be translated as topaz, a silicate mineral 
valued as a gemstone. In ancient times, the stone called topazos stood for what is known in 
modern mineralist terminology as chrysolite, peridot, or olivine. (The ‘topaz’ in the Old 
Testament also may have been chrysolite.) All three names are used to determine a gemstone 
of sparkling, often deep green colour with a slight golden hue. See the arts ‘Chrysolite’, 
‘Olivine’, ‘Peridodite’ and ‘Topaz’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (Chicago: Encyclopaedia 
Britannica Inc., 1961). Essentially, the colour green is apparently the most significant physical 
quality of the tablets. As for the term ‘tablet’ itself, it is interesting to note that in the Bah�√ı 
faith this expression is used to designate the entire literary legacy of Mirza Hoseyn Ali Nuri 
(1817–92), the founder of this religion. See Todd Lawson, art. ‘Law˛ in Bah�√ı Usage’ in 
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Ehsan Yar-Shater (ed.), Encyclopaedia Iranica (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982–) 
(forthcoming).  

20  See, for example, al-‡abarı, J�mifi al-bay�n, vol. 9, p. 66; al-R�zı, al-Tafsır al-kabır, vol. 
14, p. 193; Abü fiAbd All�h Mu˛ammad ibn A˛mad al-Qur†ubı (d. 671/1223), al-J�mifi li-
a˛k�m al-Qur√�n (20 vols, Cairo: D�r al-K�tib al-fiArabı li’l-‡ib�fia wa’l-Nashr, 1387/1967), 
vol. 13, p. 107.  

21  Al-‡abarı, J�mifi al-bay�n, vol. 2, p. 612 (on the authority of al-Suddı, d. 127/745). 
Similarly, al-‡abarı, Ta√rıkh al-rusul wa’l-mulük, ed. Mu˛ammad Abü’l-F�∂il Ibr�hım (10 
vols +1, Cairo: D�r al-Mafi�rif, 1969–), vol. 1, p. 468. 

22  See, for example, al-Zamakhsharı, al-Kashsh�f, vol. 2, p. 149. (For an in-depth study of 
al-Zamakhsharı’s life and work, see Andrew J. Lane, A Traditional Mufitazilite Qur√�n 
Commentary: The Kashsh�f of J�r All�h al-Zamakhsharı (d. 538/1144) (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
2006).) Without making an explicit reference to the Ten Commandments revealed to Moses, 
some medieval Muslim scholars mention that Jews and Christians agree on the notion that the 
Hebrew (fiIbr�nı) script was divinely given to the Jews on ‘two tablets of stone’. See Abü’l-
Faraj ibn Abı Yafiqüb Is˛�q ibn al-Nadım (d. 385/995), Kit�b al-fihrist, ed. Mu˛ammad Ri∂� 
Tajaddud (Tehran: n.p., 1350/1971), p. 17; translated into English by Bayard Dodge as The 
Fihrist of al-Nadım: A Tenth-Century Survey of Muslim Culture (2 vols, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1970), vol. 1, p. 27; Muß†af� ibn fiAbd All�h ˘ajjı Khalıfa (K�tib Çelebı) (d. 
1067/1657), Kashf al-÷unün (6 vols, Beirut: D�r al-Kutub al-fiIlmiyya, 1413/1992), vol. 1, p. 
709. A similar remark on ‘the Hebrew script on two tables of stone’ (al-kit�ba al-fiIbr�niyya fı 
law˛ayn min ˛ij�ra) is made by ∑iddıq ibn ˘asan al-Qannawjı (d. 1307/1889 or 90), Abjad al-
fiulüm: al-washı al-marqüm fı bay�n a˛w�l al-fiulüm, ed. fiAbd al-Jabb�r al-Zakk�r (3 vols, 
Beirut: D�r al-Kutub al-fiIlmiyya, 1978), vol. 2, p. 267.  
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“First Ris�la on the Holy Trinity”’ in Sebastian Gμnther (ed.), Ideas, Images, and Methods of 
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of that is my creation; [2] Do not swear falsely in my name, for I will not cleanse the one who 
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27  Abü’l-Fid�√ fiIm�d al-Dın Ism�fiıl ibn fiUmar ibn Kathır al-Qurashı al-Dimashqı, Tafsır 
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vol. 3, p. 120 (on Q. 6:151), p. 221 (on Q. 7:145). See also Nöldeke, Geschichte, vol. 3, p. 
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36  For the role that angels are said to have played during the revelation of the law in 
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39  Al-Thafilabı, fiAr�√is al-maj�lis, pp. 180–1; Brinner, Lives of the Prophets, pp. 337–8 
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417. 
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Bukhari (9 vols, Cairo: D�r al-Fikr, 1979), vol. 1, pp. 7–14, esp. p. 11 (bk 1, no. 6). 

84  Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, p. 34. These observations hold significance regardless of the 
fact that the Prophet’s letter to Heraclius was meant to call the Byzantine emperor to accept 
Islam and become a Muslim. The relevant passages in Sura 3 are more ambivalent and seem 
to promote religious unity and the co-operation of the monotheistic faiths. For example,  
Q. 3:60, reads Come now, let us call our sons and your sons, our wives and your wives, our 
selves and your selves, then let us humbly pray and so lay God’s curse upon the ones who lie.  

85  These sophisticated, inter-textual references (linking Mu˛ammad’s letters to the Qur’an 
and the Bible), combined with internal textual references (connecting Q. 3:64 to such ayas as 
Q. 2:83, Q. 6:151 and Q. 17:22–3), ‘augment’ the Prophet’s message to Heraclius not only 
with the greatness of the revelation of the Qur’an but also with Moses’ powerful experience at 
Mount Sinai. In this context, it is also noteworthy that Mount Sinai is mentioned ten times in 
the Qur’an (see Ernst Honigmann, art. ‘‡ür’ in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edn; Irfan Shahid, 
art. ‘Sinai’ in Encyclopaedia of the Qur√�n). For the phenomenon of references and allusions 
to the Qur’an in classical Arabic literature, see the innovative studies by Stephan Dähne, 
‘Context Equivalence: A Hitherto Insufficiently Studied Use of the Qur’an in Political 
Speeches from the Early Period of Islam’, and Alexei A. Khismatulin, ‘The Alchemy of 
Happiness: Al-Ghaz�lı’s Kımiy� and the Origins of the Khw�jag�n-Naqshbandiyya Principles’ 
in Sebastian Gμnther (ed.), Ideas, Images, and Methods of Portrayal: Insights into Classical 
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Arabic Literature and Islam (Leiden, E.J. Brill: 2005), pp. 1–16 and pp. 227–57 respectively. 
Dähne brings to the fore certain intertextual elements in speeches from the 2nd/8th and 3rd/9th 
century, in which there are frequent references to the Qur’an. However, he also deals with 
what he calls ‘context equivalence’. According to Dähne, context equivalence depends on two 
factors or processes that can be summarised as follows: first, by placing fragments of quoted 
Qur’anic ‘text’ in the (new) ‘context’ of the speech, a modification of the original Qur’anic 
‘meaning’ of the quoted Qur’anic ‘wording’ is achieved; and second, the association of the 
‘context’ of the given speech with the ‘context’ of the Qur’an evokes in the minds of the 
audience the greatness of the time of the revelation and, thus, surrounds the political speech 
with an aura of sacredness. Khismatulin, on the other hand, analyses the fortieth khu†ba of al-
Ghaz�lı’s (d. 505/1111) I˛y�√ fiulüm al-dın. His examination exposes this work’s 
multidimensional – or matrix – structure, in which each reference, or ‘link’, refers the reader 
to one particular passage in the Qur’an. Thus, it is shown, a hypertext structure is being 
generated with multiple references and links similar to that found in a computer website. See 
S. Gμnther, ‘Introduction’ in Gμnther (ed.), Ideas, pp. xx–xxi and p. xxxviii.  

86 ‘Wa-dh�lika’l-mıth�q alladhı akhadhahu fialayhim fı ÷ill al-jabal ... h�dha’l-mıth�q qad 
ta∂ammana al-qaw�fiid al-th�bita li-dın All�h; h�dhihi’l-qaw�fiid allatı j�√a bih�’l-Isl�m 
ay∂an ...’ (Sayyid Qu†b, Fı ÷il�l, vol. 1, p. (on Q. 2:83–4); Salahi (tr.), In the Shade, vol. 1, p. 
85).  




