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Abstract

This study analyzes what the Qur’an ascribes to the Sunnah of
Muhammad and highlights the existence of indicators within the
Qur’anic text as to the Sunnah’s significance, role, and legal au-
thority. Insight into its place and role is researched according to
the Qur’an, and answers are sought as to its significance in Is-
lamic law and thought. The answers presented are the ones
found in the Qur’anic discourse circulating around Muhammad.
The analysis, which examines thirty-five Qur’anic verses that
mention Muhammad, is organized according to several themes,
among them obedience to God and to Muhammad and the lat-
ter’s judicial role. 

Introduction 
The Qur’an, the first source of the Islamic lifestyle,1 contains numerous rules
and broad guidelines related to religious, spiritual, moral, legal, social, and
economic matters, as well as to what is acceptable in war and peace.2 Such
verses are often constructed as a direct dialogue with Muhammad (Q. 2:80,
97, 135; 3:154; 8:38; 17:110). For example, Q. 2:80 proclaims:
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They say: “The Fire will only touch us for a few days.” Say to them: “Have
you received a promise from God – for God never breaks His promise – or
are you saying things about Him of which you have no real knowledge?”
(Q. 2:80)

In addition, the Qur’an gives indications of Islam’s sources of authority.
This study asks: What can be inferred about the Sunnah from the Qur’an?
Does it attribute any significant importance to the Sunnah? How does it de-
scribe Muhammad’s role? Does it attribute any authority to the Sunnah? An-
swers to these questions will be sought by means of a critical analysis of the
Qur’anic text. 

In linguistic terms, sunnah originally meant “a way of conduct, an act
or custom, a well-beaten path, an established consistent practice, and a man-
ner or a methodology for doing something” (Q. 17:77, 35:43).3 This particular
term, which appears sixteen times in the Qur’an, always carries this
meaning.4 For example: “Such was Our way (sunnah) with the Messengers
We sent before you, and you will find no change in Our ways” (Q. 17:77)
and

They became more arrogant in the land and intensified their plotting of evil
– their plotting of evil only rebounds on those who plot. Do they expect any-
thing but what happened (sunnah) to earlier people? You will never find any
change in God’s practice (sunnah); you will never find any deviation there.
(Q. 35:43)

In the terminology of Islamic studies, however, this term specifically
came to mean Muhammad’s words, actions, tacit approvals, and his ways
and consistent practices.5 The term úad¥th signifies the written documenta-
tion by which Muslim scholars stove to preserve the Sunnah during Islam’s
early centuries.6

Methodology
I subject thirty-five significant Qur’anic verses to critical analysis to deduce
the presence or absence of indicators to the Sunnah so that its place in and
relevance to Islam can be examined and defined. The asbŒb al-nuz´l (the oc-
currences and reasons for the revelations), Arabic linguistics, hadith and ŒthŒr
(sayings of the Companions and the Followers) are employed to assess the
significance and meanings of the Qur’anic discourse about Muhammad. The
verses presented are listed in table 1. 
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Contemporary Discussions
The majority of contemporary Sunni scholars see Muhammad’s sunnah as
a source of law next in authority to the Qur’an.7 Some contemporary schol-
ars posit that this view is mainly due to the efforts of Muhammad ibn Idris
al-Shafi‘i (d. 204/820), who actively taught that the Sunnah is a source of
authority for Islamic law and a revelation (waúy) second only to the
Qur’an.8 His Al-RisŒlah, one of the first written works on the fundamental
principles of Islamic jurisprudence (u§´l al-fiqh), was the first to present a
sophisticated argument supporting this view.9 Some scholars, however,
argue that important muúaddith´n (hadith scholars) preceded him and
taught these concepts.10 According to this understanding, al-Shafi‘i essen-
tially conveyed the teachings of many of his predecessors from the second
and third generations of Muslim scholarship.11

His argument that obeying the Sunnah is obligatory is very effective, due
to his interpretation of úikmah (wisdom), when it appears in a verse with the
word Qur’Œn, as a synonym for sunnah (Q. 33:34, 62:2).12 Al-Shafi‘i’s work
had a profound influence and, it can be said, provided the first sophisticated
written articulation that the Sunnah was a form of divine revelation. Although
his written treatises on its authority were very detailed and focused, the doc-
umentation on his predecessors’ discussions is limited and not easy to access.
But researching the hadith scholarship of Muhammad ibn Shihab al-Zuhri
(d. 124/742), al-A‘mash (d. 148/765), Ibn Jurayj (d. 150/767), Shu‘ba ibn al-
Hajjaj (d. 160/776) Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 161/778), Malik ibn Anas (d.
179/795), and Sufyan ibn ‘Uyayna (d. 196/811) does reveal that al-Shafi‘i’s
view was also expressed by his predecessors.13

On the other hand, many Hanafi, Rationalist, and Mu‘tazili scholars dis-
agree that Islamic law should be deduced strictly based on the Qur’an and the
Sunnah. They make a clear distinction between the authority attributed to a
úad¥th aúad (only one or two people cited at any stage of the isnŒd [chain of
narrators]) and a úad¥th mutawŒtir (one narrated by numerous people at each
level of the isnŒd). They accept a hadith as a proof for evidence in aúkŒm
(legal rulings) or ‘aq¥dah (tenets of faith, doctrine, and belief) only if it is mu-
tawŒtir.14 Much of al-Shafi‘i’s Al-RisŒlah is set in the form of lengthy debates
between him and unnamed opponents who disagree that adherence to the Sun-
nah is obligatory. 

Scott C. Lucas and other scholars describe the other side of this con-
temporary Muslim discussion as “Classical Salafi Islam” or “Traditionalist
Salifis.”15 The Salafis comprise a minority of scholars who assert that every
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hadith with an authentic isnŒd and matn (text or words) is an acceptable
proof and can therefore be used as evidence for all aspects of Islam, includ-
ing aúkŒm or ‘aq¥dah.16 In their assessment, refusing to accept a úad¥th aúad
is tantamount to neglecting a part of the Sunnah. Ibn Taymiyyah, Ahmad
ibn Hanbal, and many other hadith scholars observed and propagated this
methodology.17

The Sunnah in the Qur’an 
To discover how the Qur’an perceives the Sunnah, one must realize that many
of its verses are general and thus give guidelines, principles, and directions in
the form of broad themes. Thus one does not always find conveyed the exact
specifics of how to implement some of its injunctions. For example, the de-
scription of §alŒt (the daily ritual congregational prayer) is incomplete, al-
though the Qur’an mentions it sixty-seven times as an act of worship
comprised of standing in prayer (Q. 22:26, 37:165), bowing (Q. 9:112, 39:9),
prostrating (Q. 3:111, 9:112, 22:26, 39:9, 48:27), glorifying God (Q. 18:28,
24:58), and submitting to the Creator (Q. 23:2).18

Likewise, although the Qur’an states that each prayer must be per-
formed at a fixed time (Q. 4:103), it does not give very precise details: “early
dawn” (Q. 17:78) and “at morning” (Q. 33:42), “when the day begins to de-
cline” (Q. 30:18), “in the afternoon” (Q. 33:42), “at the rising and setting of
the sun” (Q. 50:39), and “at the two ends of the day” (Q. 11:114). Clearly,
this obligatory daily ritual’s somewhat vague images have to be made more
specific so that nothing will be left to chance.19 But where can the necessary
information be found if not in the Sunnah?20 A vast number of hadiths nar-
rate the specific details on the how, when, and where of the §alŒt.21

It is as if by design that whatever has not been stated and detailed in the
Qur’an can be found, defined, and reported upon in detail in the Sunnah.22

And this does not apply only to §alŒt, but to many other cases as well.23 In
fact, many tenets and legal rulings derived from specific legal implications
are deduced from hadith and not mentioned in the Qur’an at all.24 For instance,
the prohibitions of being married simultaneously to a woman and her aunt, as
well eating the meat of predators, were transmitted via the Sunnah.25

Obedience to God and to Muhammad
How does the Qur’an present Muhammad in relationship to God and the Mus-
lims? Does it contain any indicators of how Muhammad lived Islam? Indeed
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it does, for its chapters present how he, as a model practitioner of Islam, lived
his life.26 His words and deeds receive a very high status in the text. Out of
the thirty-five verses researched, twenty-one couple the imperative “obey”
with God and Muhammad. Although the wording varies, they consistently
convey a‹¥‘´ AllŒh wa a‹¥‘´ al-ras´l (“Obey God and obey the Messenger”).27

One may ask why the Qur’an ties obedience to Muhammad with obedi-
ence to God. In the Qur’anic methodology of reasoning, this would be like
one of the Sahabah, while engaged in jihad, disregarding Muhammad’s di-
rections when it comes to defending the early Muslims. The Qur’an adds that
this command is both an act of obedience to God as well as to Muhammad
(Q. 8:20).28 When the text states an injunction that is to be obeyed, it uses his
title al-Ras´l (the Messenger), not his name. 

There have been many discourses among Muslim scholars about the dif-
ference in meaning between messenger and  prophet. In summary, a messen-
ger receives divinely revealed scriptures with new sacred laws, whereas a
prophet, who receives only divine revelation, continues to call the people to
the sacred law revealed prior to his advent. Thus all messengers are prophets,
but not every prophet is a messenger. In the Qur’an, the messengers (viz.,
Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus, and Muhammad) are referred to as receiving
the sacred laws: the Scrolls (Suhuf; Q. 87:19), the Torah (Taurāt; Q. 5:44;
28:43), the Psalms (Zabūr; Q. 4:163), the Gospel (Inj¥l; Q. 5:46), and the
Qur’an (Q. 2:151, 252; 4:136), respectively.    

Given this fact, does the Qur’an have anything to say about whether his
decisions and way of life hold any authority? According to Muslim belief, the
use of the plural imperative a‹¥‘´ (obey) means that God is giving the Muslims
a direct order and directive to submit and adhere to His teachings (the Qur’an)
and to Muhammad’s teachings (the Sunnah). In sum, they interpret obeying
Muhammad as adhering to the Sunnah.29 The command is a duality, in that
there are two lawgivers. Yet Muhammad’s authority is not completely inde-
pendent, for it stems from his status as God’s Messenger. His only responsibility
is to convey the message from the source: God, the highest and most absolute
authority. Aisha Musa describes this as the duality of revelation.30

This explicit, direct command often comes in verses immediately fol-
lowing Qur’anic legal rulings. Such an arrangement both encourages and
confirms for Muslims that they are expected to adhere to these rulings. For
example, the legal rulings against alcohol and gambling are found in the
same verse31: “With intoxicants and gambling, Satan seeks only to incite
enmity and hatred among you, and to stop you remembering God and prayer.
Will you not give them up?” (Q. 5:91). The very next verse states: “Obey
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God and obey the Messenger, and always be on your guard: if you pay no
heed, bear in mind that the sole duty of Our Messenger is to deliver the mes-
sage clearly” (Q. 5:92).

Another quite explicit úukum (legal ruling) forbids usury and is followed
with “Beware of the Fire prepared for those who disbelieve. And obey God
and the Messenger so that you may be given mercy” (Q. 3:131-32). This
úukum exemplifies one aspect of the Qur’anic method of reasoning: the use
of contrasts to convince the reader of its rules’ wisdom and benefit. In addition,
the text intertwines eschatological warnings of punishment for non-adherence.
For instance Q. 3:132, which is located between the legal rulings and the com-
mand for obedience, warns Muslims that they could be punished in Hell with
the same torment prepared for those who have rejected belief if they ignore
the prohibition against usury.32

This technique juxtaposes images of punishment in the afterlife against a
command for obedience embellished with colorful images of eternal divine
mercy. This contrasting of opposites, which sheds light and focuses one’s at-
tention on the text’s argument, is an essential element of the Qur’anic method
of reasoning. 

Muhammad Clarifies Qur’anic Legal Rulings 
The obligation to obey Muhammad is an oft-revisited Qur’anic concept partly
because he taught and demonstrated many aúkŒm. Thus, his role in conveying
the Qur’an and clarifying the meaning of its legal rulings signifies that obeying
God and Muhammad are critical matters.33 Given that his entire life was a
daily demonstration and explanation of the Qur’an’s aúkŒm, his Sunnah par-
allels or accompanies the Qur’an.34 This was one of al-Shafi‘i’s main argument
for the hadith’s authority.35

Three Qur’anic verses explicitly express this with very similar language:

Say: “Obey God and obey the Messenger. If you turn away, know that he is
responsible for the duty placed on him and you are responsible for the duty
placed upon you. If you obey him, you will be rightly guided, but the Mes-
senger’s duty is only to deliver the message clearly.” (Q. 24:54)

So obey God, and obey the Messenger. If you turn away, remember that Our
Messenger’s duty is only to make plain his message.” (Q. 64:12) 

Obey Allah, and obey the Messenger, and beware (of evil): if you turn back,
know that it is Our Messenger’s duty to proclaim (the message) in the clear-
est manner. (Q. 5:92)
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By design, those practices and legal rulings that the Qur’an does not ex-
plicitly explain are often explained by the Sunnah.36 Al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388)
elaborated upon this general principal of the Shari‘ah in great detail in his
Al-MuwŒfaqŒt, which deals with the objectives of Islamic jurisprudence.37

êalŒt and its portrayal in the hadith is a clear example of the Sunnah being
a source of rules for acts of worship. The Sunnah is also an authority source
for mu‘ŒmalŒt (trade, business transactions, or social life) that may not be di-
rectly considered as acts of worship.38 This is found in “The Messenger of
God is an excellent model (uswah) for those of you who put your hope in God
and the Last Day and remember God often” (Q. 33:21).39 

The word uswah (an exemplar, a model)40 infers that Muhammad’s life
is an example to be followed and a source of law for many aspects of life.41

Two different approaches to jurisprudence have been deduced from this verse:
(1) it is wŒjib (obligatory) to follow the example set by Muhammad in worship
and in mu‘ŒmalŒt unless additional evidence in the sources designate a specific
sunnah as being only mustaúabb (praiseworthy or highly recommended)42

and (2) that the ruling of following the Sunnah is only mustaúabb regarding
mu‘āmalāt and thus to be heeded. But it is a compulsory obligation only if
additional evidence identifies it as wŒjib.43 This is deduced from the legal im-
plication of the expression lakum (for those of you), as found in Q. 33:21.

“The Messenger of God is an excellent model
for those of you…”
Those who held the second position interpret this not as an obligatory com-
mand, but rather as a highly recommended directive that will gain one rewards
if it is observed; however, one is not blamed if he/she ignores it.44 A sunnah
can only be obligatory if the Qur’anic text contains an unequivocal imperative
verb,45 as opposed to the first position, which asserts that the verse itself is
enough to prove that all Muslims have to adhere to the Sunnah in all aspects
of their life.46 So here we can see two trends of juristic opinion based upon
two different interpretations of how the Qur’an views the Sunnah. This clearly
highlights its importance to understanding how Islamic practice is defined. 

Muhammad and the Qur’anic Etiquette
for Muslim Women 
The Qur’anic etiquette regarding Muslim women is a multifaceted doctrine
that includes many aúkŒm. One is confirmed and emphasized by being sealed
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with a command to obey God and Muhammad. As Q. 33:33 states, it is wŒjib
for a Muslim woman to stay in the safety and security of her home as much
as possible. At the same time, this ruling is flexible enough to allow them to
go outside for necessities (e.g., maintain strong family ties; do good deeds;
and pursue business, education, or other constructive endeavors).47 Although
this injunction’s language is worded as a directive specifically for Muham-
mad’s wives, it is seen as conveying a general message to all Muslim women.
It is articulated in such a manner to honor Muhammad’s wives.48

Before its revelation, Muhammad had been giving etiquette guidelines
to Muslim women: dress modestly and do not mix freely with men, as was
the pre-Islamic norm.49 This sunnah was then given legal authority by a rev-
elation that clearly forbids Muslim women to observe the previously accepted
norms: 

And stay in your houses, and do not display yourselves (tabarruj) like that
of the times of ignorance, and perform §alŒt and give zakat (the prescribed
charity) and obey God and His Messenger. (Q. 33:33)

Tabarruj literally means for a woman to adorn herself with clothing that
is enticing, alluring, and intended to arouse a man’s lust.50 This term is used
to communicate a very specific legal implication: no premarital romance and
open social intermingling between the sexes, specifically non-maḥrams (men
whom a woman could marry). This term also refers to a type of walk or strut
that some pre-Islamic Arab women employed to catch a man’s attention:
swaying her hips in an alluring fashion.51

The verse closes with three commands: perform §alŒt, give zakat, and
obey God and Muhammad. Each imperative-form verb is conjugated in the
feminine plural form to directly address Muslim women. This etiquette is,
first, a defensive technique designed to minimize flirtatious conversations and
social contact; second, to reduce the possible causes of extra-marital affairs;
and third, to promote the concept of female modesty by contrasting it to a
woman who flaunts her natural beauty to attract men. This woman-only legal
ruling, an internationally visible aspect of Islamic society, ends with another
repetition of  “Obey God and obey the Messenger.”

The Judicial Role of Muhammad 
The Qur’an directs Muslims to settle their disagreements by referring them
to Muhammad (Q. 4:64-65, 105; 24:51; 33:36) In addition, it commands him
to judge, decide, and give legal rulings when requested to do so:
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We have sent down the scripture to you (Muhammad) with the truth so that
you can judge between people in accordance with what God has shown you.
Do not be an advocate for those who betray trust. (Q. 4:105) 

When the true believers are summoned to God and His Messenger in order
for him to judge between them, they say, “We hear and we obey.” These are
the ones who will prosper: whoever obeys God and His Messenger stands
in awe of God and keeps his duty to Him will be triumphant. (Q. 24:51-53)

The first generation of Muslims could do this face to face with Muham-
mad. In fact, in certain cases he was asked to give legal rulings and judgments
between the disputing parties.53 For the following generations, this conveys
the concept of seeking solutions, guidelines, and legal rulings from both the
Qur’an and the Sunnah. To “return to Muhammad” means to refer to his Sun-
nah (Q. 4:59).53 The Qur’anic method of reasoning tries to convince Muslims
that adhering to both the Qur’an and the Sunnah is superior to rejecting their
legal rulings.54 Several verses (e.g., Q. 4:64-65; 5:42, 49; 33:36) contrast such
a refusal with belief. For example: 

By your Lord, they will not be true believers until they let you decide be-
tween them in all matters of dispute and find no resistance in their souls to
your decisions, accepting them totally. (Q. 4:65)

Based on this verse, it can be said that a Muslim who does not accept
Muhammad’s legal rulings could be seen as engaging in nifŒq (hypocrisy).55

In general, Islam’s commands and prohibitions are seen as obligatory, espe-
cially when it comes to resolving disputes.56

O you who believe! Obey God and the Messenger and those in authority
among you. If you are in a dispute in any matter, refer it to God and the Mes-
senger, if you truly believe in God and in the Last Day. (Q. 4:59) 

Accepting Muhammad’s legal rulings is thus seen as a basic part of being
Muslim.57 According to the Qur’an, all prophets are sacrosanct, inviolable,
and sent by God to guide humanity and therefore are to be followed. This
verse contains the legal implication that all Muslims must implement Islamic
teachings and rules, from the Qur’an and/or from the Sunnah, as best they
can, and especially so in regard to worship and legal disputes.58

Qur’an 4:59 provides an outline of the basic principles (or sources) of
u§´l al-fiqh.59 To “refer to God” communicates that the Qur’an is a primary
source of law, whereas to “obey (or refer to) the Messenger” means to follow
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and apply Muhammad’s sunnah as a source of law.60 The phrase ul´ al-amr
minkum (those in authority among you) is given quite a few different (but re-
lated) interpretations: Islamic scholars, rulers, influential people, experts, the
Companions, and Abu Bakr and Umar.61 These interpretations can be seen as
referring to a third source of law, ijmŒ‘, defined as the consensus of legal opin-
ion of all Muslim scholars at any particular time (after Muhammad’s death,
of course) who are knowledgeable and academically competent enough to de-
duce legal rulings from the Islamic sources.62

Muhammad and the Consecration of Marriages
The judicial role of Muhammad also included the authority to consecrate
marriages.63 Several of the marriages that he sanctified contradicted his so-
ciety’s norms: a marriage between a male Muslim slave or a freed former
slave and a free Arabian woman from a highly respected family64: Bilal +
the sister of Abdur Rahman ibn Awf, Zayd ibn Harith + Zaynab bint Jahsh
al-Asdia, al-Miqdad ibn al-Aswad + Dabaa bint al-Zubayr, and Abu Ludhi-
ana + Fatima bint al-Walid ibn Atba.65

These unions speak volumes about Islam’s principles of equality and
unity.66 However, each wedding was initially greeted with disdain by members
of the bride’s family, the early Muslim community, and/or Madinah’s general
population, not to mention the wife herself (viz., Zaynab).67 In fact, some ju-
rists insist that the principle of kafŒ‘ah (marital suitability) is essential, that it
actually requires a person with a very honorable lineage to marry only a person
with a comparable social status.68 But it would appear that the stronger opinion
is that the only obligatory kafŒ‘ah is religious suitability. To support this view,
al-Qurtubi cites Q. 2:221, 28:26-28, and 33:36.69

Qur’an 33:36 is perhaps the strongest evidence for this opinion, since it
was revealed as a crystal clear example focused on and stressed by Muham-
mad. The account is as follows. When Muhammad asked Zaynab to marry
Zayd ibn Harith, his emancipated slave, she refused on the grounds that she
was of noble lineage.70 The following verse was revealed shortly thereafter71: 

When God and His Messenger have decided on a matter that concerns them,
it is not fitting for any believing man or woman to claim freedom of choice
in that matter: whoever disobeys God and His Messenger is far astray. (Q.
33:36) 

The ḥukum deduced here is that a Muslim could not ignore Muhammad’s
directives and commands during his lifetime. This authority was then under-
stood to be transferred to his Sunnah after his death.72
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Muhammad Gives Legal Rulings
to the Ahl al-Kitab 
Another of Muhammad’s judicial roles was to hand down legal rulings in
cases brought to him by the Ahl al-Kitab (Jews and Christians). Moreover,
the Qur’an describes itself as both confirming and protecting the previous rev-
elations: 

We sent to you (Muhammad) the Scripture with the truth, confirming the
Scriptures that came before it and with final authority over the past Scrip-
tures. So judge between them according to what God has sent down. Do not
follow their whims, which deviate from the truth that has come to you. We
have assigned a law (shir‘atan) and a path (minhŒjan) to each of you. If God
had so willed, He would have made you one community, but He wanted to
test you through that which He has given you, so race to do good: you will
all return to God and He will make clear to you the matters you differed
about. (Q. 5:48) 

This oft-repeated theme is an important method of Qur’anic reasoning,
for through it the text shows and argues its authenticity. The Qur’an declares
that each people has been sent a scripture (viz., the Torah, the Gospels and
the Qur’an) that conveys a religious way of life. The terms employed here,
shir‘atan (a law, legislation for a religious way of life, a synonym for Sun-
nah) and minhŒjan (a clear continuous way),73 help explain why the Sunnah
is understood to be a source of Islamic law and that each people who re-
ceived a revealed scripture was also given a law, a way of life. Thus the
Qur’an was sent to Muhammad, and his Sunnah shows how to implement
it in daily life. 

Once, at the request of some of Madinah’s prominent Jews, Muhammad
ruled in the case of a Jewish woman from a highly respected family who had
been caught committing adultery.74 His first question was what does the Torah
have to say about extra-marital affairs?75 Unconvinced by what he was told,
as their answer did not carry the gravity of being a greater sin, he asked them
to bring the Torah. During the ensuing discussion, the Jews’ attempt to conceal
the relevant verse was uncovered. Consequently, it was discovered that both
scriptures prescribed the same penalty: capital punishment. After their guilt
was confirmed, both individuals were sentenced.76

The Qur’an allows a choice between two options: 

If they (Jews and Christians) come to you (Muhammad) for judgment, you
can either judge between them, or decline – if you decline, they will not
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harm you in any way, but if you do judge between them, judge justly: God
loves the just. (Q. 5:42)

The Qur’an defines itself as a protector of the earlier revelations’ valid-
ity, confirms the prophets mentioned in the Old and New Testaments, and
bears witness to their messages.77 Yet it also delivers a law that in several
ways differs from the one found in the earlier scriptures.78 Thus there is a
certain duality, for while the Qur’an states that it is the final divinely re-
vealed scripture, it consistently confirms that its predecessors (e.g., the
Torah, the Gospels, and the Psalms of David) were earlier-revealed divine
scriptures. The Qur’an even announces the existence of two scriptures un-
known to Christendom: one revealed to Abraham and one to Noah. Further-
more, declaring itself to be the final version, the Qur’ans asserts that it was
sent to update the earlier revelations. Thus it both verifies the Bible’s past
authenticity and declares that these scriptures, in a sense, had been scheduled
for an updating. 

Qur’an 5:42, a critical rhetorical question, echoes with disdain and amaze-
ment at how illogical it was for the Jews to seek a legal ruling from Muham-
mad when it was already in the Torah.79 The question employs yuúakkimunaka
(they come to you for judgment) conveying a plural subject: “But why do
they come to you for judgment (yuúakkimunaka) when they have the Torah
with God’s judgment, and even then they still turn away...” (Q. 5:43).

It must be emphasized that the Abrahamic faiths’ basic, original founda-
tion is perceived as one: tawú¥d (monotheism).80 Thus their roots are unified,
even though their religious laws differ. Some of the clearest evidence for this
is found in êaú¥ú al-BukhŒr¥: 

Narrated by Abu Hurayrah: “I heard the Messenger of God say: ‘Both in
this world and in the Hereafter, I am the nearest of all the people to Jesus,
the son of Mary. The prophets are paternal brothers; their mothers are dif-
ferent, but their religion is one.’”81

This hadith confirms the Qur’anic principle that the prior prophets were
bearers of an authentic message from God, deliverers of a divine scripture.
The Qur’anic claim that Muhammad was authorized to judge between the
Ahl al-Kitab stems from his status as the final member of a long line of
prophets whose messages had the same source. Therefore, it is argued that
their acceptance of his legal rulings is the same as their acceptance of their
own prophets. 
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Qur’anic Legal Terminologies and the Sunnah 
Yuúillu (to make something lawful or religiously permissible) and yuúarrimu
(to make unlawful or religiously prohibited) are legal terms in the form of
transitive verbs, with Muhammad as their subject.82 As the following verse
proclaims:

Those who follow the Messenger – the unlettered Prophet they find de-
scribed in the Torah that is with them and in the Gospel – who commands
them to do right and forbids them to do wrong, who makes good things law-
ful to them (yuúillu lahumu al-‹ayyibŒti) and bad things unlawful (yuúarrimu
‘alayhimu al-khabŒ’ithah) and relieves them of their burdens and the iron
collars that were upon them. So it is those who believe in him, honor and
help him and who follow the light which has been sent down with him, who
will succeed. (Q. 7:157) 

The verse details Muhammad’s legalization of that which is beneficial and
his prohibition of that which is harmful.83

The Qur’an here refers to the pre-Islamic Arab tradition of dedicating cer-
tain types of cattle bearing specific characteristics to their deities.84 The text
also refers to Judaism’s religious laws by analogy as aghlŒl (iron collars),
since they were quite difficult to observe in full.85 For instance, when an ob-
servant Jew’s clothing was stained with urine, the polluted part had to be cut
off instead of washed. In addition, male Jews were forbidden to eat or even
sit with a menstruating Jewess, as well as to eat meat that contained visible
veins. Such religious laws are described as a bit harsh, and the Qur’anic
method of reasoning argues for their abandonment.86

The next two terms with legal implications are nahŒkum (he forbids you)
and atŒkum (he gives you)87: 

Whatever gains God has turned over to His Messenger from the inhabitants
of the villages belong to God, the Messenger, kinsfolk, orphans, the needy,
the traveller in need – this is so that they do not circulate among those of
you who are rich – so accept whatever the Messenger gives you (atŒkum)
and abstain from whatever he forbids you (nahŒkum). Be mindful of God:
God is severe in punishment. (Q. 59:7)

Here, the legal authority given to Muhammad is the exclusive use and/or
right to distribute the wealth acquired peacefully from non-Muslims.88 This
incident occurred when God revealed that Muhammad and his community
could benefit from the property of Bani Nadir, a Jewish tribe that had traded
all of its homes and property for safe passage out of their village after they
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were reported to have reneged on a treaty. This was agreed to near Madinah.
Moreover, the verse also imparts a more general meaning of avoiding the pro-
hibitions and adhering to the commands recorded in the Sunnah.89

îud´d AllŒh (prescribed boundaries, religious limits and decrees) is a
Arabic legal expression formed from the plural noun for úadd.90 This phrase,
which only appears twice in the Qur’an, immediately follows the verses that
detail some of the inheritance laws in order to emphasize their importance by
linking them to the command to obey God and Muhammad (Q. 4:7-12, 13-
14).91 Even though these verses follow these very specific laws, the term can
be understood as incorporating the more general meaning of calling upon
Muslims to adhere to Islamic legal rulings.92 The Qur’anic method of reason-
ing ends these verses with an eschatological warning of punishment for dis-
regarding the inheritance laws, in contrast to the promise of reward in the
gardens of the afterlife for implementing them.93

These are the bounds set by God (úud´d AllŒh): God will admit those who
obey Him and His Messenger to Gardens graced with flowing streams, and
there they will stay – and that is supreme triumph! But those who disobey
God and His Messenger, and overstep His limits will be consigned by God
to the Fire, and there they will stay – a humiliating torment awaits them!
(Q. 4:13-14)

Kha§¥m (acting as a defendant or advocating), an intensive form of the
active participle,94 appears in Q. 4:105, which was revealed while Muham-
mad was making a legal decision. He initially inclined toward accepting
Tu‘mah ibn ‘Ubayriq’s plea that he had not stolen a shield and hid it in the
house of a Jewish man in Madinah. But unbeknownst to him, a witness later
testified that he had seen Tu‘mah carrying something that evening.95 When
asked about it, he passionately denied the theft and plotted with others to ac-
cuse this Jewish neighbor, in whose house the stolen item had been conve-
niently “discovered.” Even after this, several of his clan members continued
to assert his innocence. As a result, his defense began to be considered plau-
sible, especially since the shield has been “recovered” from his neighbor’s
house.96 This circumstantial evidence, plus the multiple character testimonies
from Tu‘mah’s clan, was beginning to have the desired effect.97 However,
the following verse was revealed before Muhammad ruled98: 

We have sent down the Scripture to you (Muhammad) with the truth so that
you can judge between people in accordance with what God has shown you.
Do not be an advocate (kha§¥m )for those who betray trust. (Q. 4:105)
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This reported reason for its revelation was to correct Muhammad’s pre-
liminary inclination.99 Without this ‘ilm al-ghayb (knowledge of the Unseen),
Muhammad might have handed down an unjust verdict. Thus the Qur’anic
text is reported to have guided and adjusted his decision.100 Two important
legal principles can be deduced here: (1) The Shari‘ah does not consider cir-
cumstantial evidence to be conclusive proof, which can be arrived at only by
either a witness or a confession, and (2) a Muslim cannot provide legal defense
counsel for anyone whose innocence is doubted by the lawyer or the
advocate.101 Both of these points represent some of the key differences be-
tween the Shari‘ah’s basic principles and the common legal concepts in many
western legal systems. 

Qur’an 4:65 contains three important terms that have direct legal impli-
cations. The verse proclaims that accepting Muhammad’s legal decisions is a
prerequisite to Muslim faith. In other words, one cannot be a faithful Muslim
if one rejects Muhammad as a prophet and a propagator of Islam and its law. 

By your Lord, they will not be true believers until they let you decide (yuúak-
kim´ka) between them in all matters of dispute (shajara), and find no re-
sistance in their souls to your decisions (qaèayta), accepting them totally.
(Q. 4:65)

The first legal term, yuúakkim´ka (a group of people are enjoined to seek
Muhammad’s legal judgements), is mentioned in Q. 5:43 above. It conveys a
plural subject and comes from the root verb úakama (to give legal judgements
or to have authority).102 The second term, shajara (to dispute),103 refers to
Muhammad’s being called upon to judge the quarrels and disputes that arise
among people. Moreover, the verse comes in a conditional sentence, namely,
that true complete faith is only reached by accepting his legal authority and
rulings. The third term, qaèayta (the past tense form of to judge, issue a ver-
dict, or pass a sentence), is a transitive verb.104 These terms are employed to
convey the relationship among Muhammad, his legal authority, and faith in
Islam. The verse conveys that part of the Muslim faith is to embrace Muham-
mad’s legal authority, which accompanies the Qur’an and its revelation and,
after his death, his Sunnah. 

The classical Arabic term bŒya‘a (to swear fealty, to pledge allegiance or
loyalty), two conjugations of which appear in Q. 48:10,105 functions as the ef-
fective cause of an eschatological promise of heavenly reward for approxi-
mately 1,500 Companions who swore their loyalty to Muhammad at
Hudaybiyah.106 Reports of the exact wording vary slightly, which may not be
too surprising. Many people were there at the same time, and each man placed
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his hand on top of Muhammad’s hand and stated their pledge, while Muslim
women made their pledge only verbally and not hand to hand with Muham-
mad.107 Their pledges were given in the midst of great excitement and enthu-
siasm, for Hudaybiyah was approximately only sixteen kilometres away from
Makkah’s entrance.108 At that time, they did not know if they would be allowed
to make a peaceful pilgrimage or would have to fight.109

Even though the Muslims came with the intention of engaging in a peace-
ful hajj, they assumed that Uthman, their emissary to the Makkans, had been
apprehended; many thought he had been killed.110 Thus some worded their
pledges as follows: “I will never flee the battle”; others reported that they
pledged “to fight to the death.”111 When some of the polytheists who witnessed
went home and told their fellow Makkans about the bay‘ah, a ten-year peace
treaty was then negotiated with Muhammad.112

The verse is inlaid with a metaphor that helps to complete a more accurate
image of why the Sunnah is accorded such religious and legal authority113: 

Those who pledge loyalty to you (Muhammad) are actually pledging loyalty
to God Himself – God’s Hand is placed on theirs – and anyone who breaks
his pledge does so to his own detriment: God will give a great reward to the
one who fulfils his pledge to Him.” (Q. 48:10)

The significance of Muhammad’s role is that although the pledge was
made to him, its actual meaning transcends what may be perceived as just a
vow to a local Arab leader 1,400 years ago. The bay‘ah of Hudaybiyah imports
that this loyalty oath carried the same weight and significance as if it had been
made to God directly.114 The Qur’anic method of reasoning drives home this
point allegorically: “God’s hand (yad AllŒh) is above theirs” (Q. 48:10). 

Yad AllŒh represents the victory, strength, triumph, divine assistance, and
blessings of God that guided the Companions to make and fulfill this pledge.115

In fact, they firmly believed that its reward was one that only God had the
power to give: an afterlife in eternal paradise.116 Thus a second name of this
event is bay‘at al-rièwŒn (the pledge that earned God’s favor).117

Conclusion
The early Muslim community held tightly to and passed down from generation
to generation the principles that Muhammad had taught and implanted within
them. Later on, these original Islamic beliefs and practices became the detailed
and diverse branches of the Islamic religion, society, and culture. It began with
the Qur’an and the Sunnah, the two roots that grew into the larger tree of Is-
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lamic civilization. In order to best understand how the Qur’an perceives the
Sunnah, the discussion first should be properly placed at the beginning of Is-
lamic society. To make a full study of how it engages the Sunnah, one is re-
quired to undertake a detailed investigation of Qur’anic Arabic and the context
of the verses that mention Muhammad. 

Although the bay‘ah of Hudaybiyah was a solemn covenant of loyalty
with Muhammad, it also conveyed allegiance to the divine.118 In other words,
Muhammad’s authority inferred a direct connection between a prophet and
God. The fealty of both the men and the women to Muhammad was confirmed
by an oath and for the men by a symbolically obedient hand gesture, but God’s
hand was above them all, overseeing and confirming that their loyalty to His
Messenger pleased Him (Q. 48:10). 

The Qur’an reflects the relevance of Muhammad’s Sunnah to the Islamic
way of life in many ways: as a model to be followed (Q. 33:21), one who is
enjoined to judge with justice (Q. 4:105), one explicitly commanded to trans-
mit the principals of Islam’s spiritual teachings (e.g., morality, character build-
ing, belief in the afterlife, the Day of Judgment, and legal rulings) (Q. 5:92,
24:54, 64:12), and commanded to be a just legislator (Q. 7:157). If all of these
Qur’anic indicators of the Sunnah’s authority were not sufficient, the text also
confers upon Muhammad the authority to consecrate marriages for the poorest
members of his society (Q. 33:36).

The Qur’an provides undeniable evidence of the Sunnah’s authority in
Islamic law. This proof is quite clear when examining these thirty-five verses
that mention Muhammad. Islam’s legal authority comes from both the Qur’an
and the Sunnah; in addition, it encompasses virtually all aspects of the Is-
lamic way of life. I close with an ŒthŒr (a saying of a Companion or an early
Muslim):

Alqama narrated: Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud said, “Allah curses those ladies who
practice tattooing and those who get themselves tattooed, and those ladies
who remove the hair from their faces and those who make artificial spaces
between their teeth in order to look more beautiful whereby they change
God’s creation.” His saying reached a lady from the Bani Asad called Umm
Ya‘qub, who came to Abdullah and said, “I have come to know that you
have cursed such-and-such ladies.” He replied, “Why should I not curse
those whom God’s Apostle has cursed and who are cursed in God’s Book?”
Umm Ya‘qub said, “I have read the whole Qur’an, but I did not find in it
what you say.” “He said, ‘Verily, if you have read it, you have found it.
Didn’t you read: So accept whatever the Messenger gives you, and abstain
from whatever he forbids you?’” (Q. 59:7)119
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Table 1: Qur’anic verses referring to Muhammad’s Sunnah

S´rah Name AyŒt S´rah Period
li ‘ImrŒn 3:32, 132 Madinan
Al-NisŒ‘ 4:13-14, 59, Madinan

64-65, 69, 80, 105
Al-MŒ‘idah 5:42-43, 48-49, 92 Madinan
Al-A‘rŒf 7:157 Makkan
Al-‘AnfŒl 8:1, 20, 46 Madinan
Al-Tawbah 9:71 Madinan
Al-N´r 24:51-52, 54, 56 Madinan
Al-‘AúzŒb 33:21, 33, 36, 71 Makkan
Muúammad 47:33 Madinan
Al-Fatú 48:10, 17 Madinan
Al-îujurŒt 49:14 Madinan
Al-MujŒdilah 58:13 Madinan
Al-îashr 59:7 Madinan
At-TaghŒbun 64:12 Madinan
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