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Abstract

This paper probes specific questions in the Qur’an on various
prophetic phenomenon (e.g., the purpose of revelation to pro-
phets/messengers, the question of sending them, and the meaning
of book/scripture) in order to ascertain whether or not the popu-
lar theories on their essence have valid Qur’anic support. It
hypothesizes that the major conclusions on this subject have no
solid Qur’anic evidence, that prophets and messengers are one
and the same person, and that the Qur’an uses both terms inter-
changeably. Specific treatments of the questions (heavily depend-
ent on the Qur’an) are preceded by their simple depiction in a
diagram. Fresh attempts are made to redefine the terms prophet
and messenger.

I begin by reviewing the conclusions of al-Mawardi, al-Qadi
‘Iyad, Ibn Taymiyyah, and Abu Bakr al-Jaza’iri, all of whom
have, in what came to be extremely popular concepts, distin-
guished between prophets and messengers. Following suit, the
ideas of some leading western scholars on this subject (e.g., A. J.
Winsinck, Joseph Horovitz, and Willem A. Bijlefeld) are also
reviewed and assessed.
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Introduction
The existence of the prophetic phenomenon among different generations has
more to do with the nature of human beings than with the interaction of cul-
tures and civilizations. For diverse reasons, people seek superior beings as
objects of worship and dedication, an undertaking that necessitates the exis-
tence of intermediaries (viz., prophets, elders, or seers). Muslim scholars use
the Qur’anic story of Abraham and his quest for a superior being (rabb
[lord]) to worship prior to his becoming a prophet (6:74-79) to substantiate
this natural human propensity.

Abdul-Hamid Siddique, in his Prophethood in Islam, contends that
Immanuel Kant’s (d. 1804) remark about metaphysics – that “it is an instinct
which we cannot destroy, however much its successful achievement may be
denied” – also pertains to religion and prophecy.1 The poet William Blake (d.
1827) is even more emphatic and revealing concerning the need for religious
faith:

Man must have and will have some religion; if he has not the religion of
Jesus, he will have the religion of Satan, and will erect the synagogue of
Satan, calling the Prince of this World, God, and destroying all who do
not worship Satan under the name of God.2

Although Blake’s statements may be considered controversial and
polemical, or may even be construed as “anti-Semitic,” it goes without say-
ing that if the orientation from the “religion of Jesus” to the “religion of
Satan” that he infers is to be averted, then communication between human
beings and supernatural beings (God or deities) is essential. This communi-
cation takes place in several ways. Since God or the deities are perceived as
supernatural being(s), communication is usually channelled through inter-
mediaries (prophets or messengers). 

Muslim and western scholars have discussed this prophetic phenomenon
using various methodological approaches, among them defining prophet-
hood and messengership, deliberating on its necessity, and elaborating
upon prophethood’s proofs and signs.3 Significantly, in what came to be an
extremely popular undertaking, they tried to distinguish between prophets
and messengers while reserving superiority for the messengers who, to the
exclusion of the prophets, were also given scriptures. 

Now, why should readers be interested in a study that seeks to elaborate
upon whether or not the popular distinction between prophet and messenger
has any Qur’anic support? First of all, this distinction has been so popular
not only among Muslims and experts in Islam, but is also even familiar, as
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an Islamic concept, to some non-experts in Islamic studies. Everybody,
therefore, needs to be disabused of this notion and its possible consequences.
Second, the debate about prophets and messengers is an intimate part of
Islamic theology, an area that has always been seen as rooted in the Qur’an
for its subject matters. So, ascertaining whether or not a theological issue is
sanctioned by the Qur’an must be a legitimate priority. 

Third, the fact that the idea of distinction came to represent (almost
unchallenged) the Qur’anic point of view must be corrected. Finally, as a
practical matter, this idea has affected certain theories in Islamic theology.
For instance, Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), the Andalusian-born Muslim theologian,
argued very passionately that there were female prophets but never female
messengers. The only reason he insisted upon the latter point is because he
differentiated between prophets and messengers, an idea that he strongly
believed had Qur’anic support.4 However, it must be mentioned that
although a few notable scholars have mentioned female prophets, this view
is unpopular among general Muslims scholars. 

With specific questions (e.g., the purpose of revelation to prophets and
messengers, the question of both being sent, the problem of book/scripture),
I will demonstrate that since this idea has no Qur’anic support, prophets and
messengers are one and the same group of people and that the Qur’an uses
both terms interchangeably. Before I articulate my theses with an exhaustive
analysis of the Qur’anic content, I intend to review, without specific prefer-
ence, the opinions of some classical and modern Muslim theologians (viz.,
al-Mawardi, al-Qadi `Iyad, Ibn Taymiyyah, and Abu Bakr al-Jaza’iri) and
analyze, with equal intellectual appreciation, the works of some leading
western scholars (viz., A. J. Winsinck, Joseph Horovitz, and Willem A. Bij-
lefeld). I will also use classical and modern Qur’an exegesis extensively
(viz., al-Tabari, al-Razi, and al-Alusi). 

After a careful review of the current debate’s content, the questions are
identified such that important concerns are given their due analysis: the
purpose of revelation to prophets and messengers as well as the question
of one group, rather than the other, being “sent” are suggested quite often,
but never systematically traced in the Qur’an. The problem of book/scrip-
ture is thoroughly studied, and the conclusions are hardly, nor satisfactorily,
reflective of Qur’anic content. From this consideration, while one may or
may not agree with my conclusions, these questions remain compelling
and viable criteria for which relevant answers may be provided. Further-
more, they are compelling because any serious research must attempt to
answer them. By no means exhaustive, the scholars are also carefully cho-
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sen based upon their clearer and unique perspectives and, at the same time,
for their potential to represent and reflect a broader scope of their peers. 

Prophethood and Messengership
Although the idea of understanding the Qur’anic concepts of prophethood
(nubuwah) and messengership (risalah) is not usually pursued per se, various
opinions regarding the relationship between them have been expressed. I am,
however, mindful of Willem A. Bijlefeld’s prudent warning to be “extremely
careful with a definition of ‘the Qur’anic doctrine’ on any point.”5

Certainly, it would be incorrect to “approach the Qur’anic data on
prophets and apostles with a theory or doctrine of prophethood derived from
other sources.”6 The statement that Muhammad is not “a systematic thinker,
but [–] an enthusiastic preacher-prophet,” however, is also perfectly correct.7

Moreover, the Qur’an is not a systematic-philosophical book, but rather a
concise scripture. Hence many concepts, including those of prophethood
and messengership, are found but are never clearly discussed in it. As a
researcher, the best thing to do is to follow as closely as possible, and to
investigate as thoroughly as possible, the verses on a particular subject. This
is what is intended here with regard to prophethood and messengership.

Muslim scholars have tacitly felt that their opinions are rooted in the
Qur’an, even though the Qur’an is far from defining the exact relationship
between prophets and messengers in clear terms. As a result, Muslims “did
not agree on the relationship between [the terms] prophet and messenger.”8

And western scholars of Islam followed suit. There seems to be no “delib-
erate” attempt on the part of Muslim scholars, however, to conduct “com-
prehensive” surveys on all of the relevant verses containing these two
terms. 

Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328)9 will be used to illustrate this latter observa-
tion. One of his most original contributions is that both prophets and mes-
sengers are “sent” to people. In addition, he insists that prophets are sent to
a believing audience, while messengers are sent to a disobedient and non-
believing one.10 This assertion, in my opinion, leaves much to be desired.
Numerous verses seem to indicate that an antagonistic and disobedient audi-
ence is not exclusive to messengers. In fact, the Qur’an states that prophets
were also disobeyed.11 Had Ibn Taymiyyah carried out an exhaustive survey
and juxtaposed the Qur’anic verses containing these terms, surely he would
have reconsidered his statements.12 This example is intended only to show
that the Muslim scholars consulted did not, for some reason, “deliberately”
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embark upon a “systematic investigation” of the “Qur’anic concept” of pro-
phecy and messengership. 

The fourth chapter of al-Mawardi’s (d.1058) A`lam al-Nubuwah13 is
entitled “Affirming (the Existence of) Prophecies” (Ithbat al-Nubuwat).
Unlike many scholars on this subject, he is particularly concise and yet
highly contentious. His polemical orientation was probably due to his affil-
iation with the Mu`tazilah.14 Al-Mawardi’s contention that prophets are the
chosen intermediaries between God and human beings inherently empha-
sizes the delivery of messages. It therefore undermines any idea that they are
not specifically sent to people and calls into question his own statement,
which seems to suggest that they are different from messengers due to the
latter’s delivery of messages.15

Even though prophets are needed to convey messages from God, the
intellect necessarily infers the essential aspects of a prophet’s message. Al-
Mawardi believed that it was vital to point this out, since, according to him,
some argued that prophethood is not necessary, as the essentials of a given
message must necessarily be proven by the intellect.16 In regard to the process
by which prophethood can be ascertained, two essential channels are identi-
fied, through one of which the prophet divines his message: he either has to
hear a voice informing him about his mission or to receive his message
through the intervention of an angel. Prophethood has three conditions, with-
out which it cannot be considered true: a person claiming to be a prophet must
possess qualities that will make him suitable for the ensuing task,17 be able to
perform a miracle to substantiate his prophethood, and the miracle must be
accompanied by an authentic claim to be a prophet. 

Almost all scholars who discuss the function of prophethood in Islam
have touched upon the question of the difference between prophets and mes-
sengers. Al-Mawardi, for his part, writes: “As for the difference between
prophets and messengers, the Qur’an has used them both, together and sep-
arately.”18 This does not make his position clear, especially when he begins
to present the opinions of scholars who are sharply divided over whether or
not prophets and messengers are synonymous terms. It is safe to say that all
definitions are confined to the following, albeit differently expressed: (1) “A
messenger is someone to whom an Angel came with inspiration [concerning
messengership]. And a prophet is someone who received inspiration through
his sleep”; (2) “A messenger is someone who is sent to [a nation of] people,
and a prophet is a transmitter who is not sent to the people;” and (3) “A mes-
senger is someone who comes as a beginner in laying down laws and rules
[from God]. And a prophet is someone who maintains the laws of other
[messengers].19

24 The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 26:1

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.software-partners.co.uk

http://www.software-partners.co.uk
http://www.software-partners.co.uk


Al-Qadi `Iyad’s (d. 1149)20 Al-Shifa’ is unique in pointing out that God
may impart knowledge about Himself and His obligations to people
directly, thereby undermining the popular argument that prophets are par-
ticularly necessary channels between God and human beings.21 And yet he
still believes in the necessity of prophethood. Not only has his definition of
a messenger proved to be insightful, but it is also creative.22 One opinion,
deemed by many scholars to be the best, is that “every messenger is a pro-
phet, but not every prophet is a messenger.”23 Although this is more a con-
clusion than a definition, it nonetheless identifies scholars with those who
distinguish between prophets and messengers. 

In his Kitab al-Nubuwat, Ibn Taymiyyah does not even consider that
there is a need to prove prophethood’s necessity. He establishes it by way of
discussing the prophets’ miracles in a rather unique and radical fashion:

A prophet is someone who is informed by God, and who [in turn] informs
[others] about what God has informed him. But if he is sent, in addition
to that, to [people] who disobeyed God’s command, in order to deliver [to
them] a message from God, then he is a messenger.24

In this definition, the fact that both a prophet and a messenger are being
sent is highly creative. For the first time, therefore, a scholar is able to dis-
tinguish between a prophet and a messenger while simultaneously asserting
that they are both “sent” to deliver messages. In contradistinction to others
who are unable to account for their respective differentiations, this admis-
sion allows Ibn Taymiyyah to account perfectly for Qur’an 22:52’s use of
the verb “sent” for both prophets and messengers. 

The actual difference between prophets and messengers, according to
this definition, one would surmise, relates specifically to the audience, for
in the case of the message, a prophet must be conveying, reminding, and
reinforcing a prior message that the people already know to be true. Here,
a prophet generally acts like a scholar. Messengers, on the contrary, are
sent to deliver special messages that may or may not be new. Although Ibn
Taymiyyah emphasizes the Shari`ah’s lack of originality in relation to the
prophets, he does not believe that messengers should necessarily come
with a new Shari`ah either.25 This statement, therefore, makes the message
(the Shari`ah) superfluous, considered as a difference. Consequently, one
can readily identify the significance attached to the audience as the crucial
difference. Thus, the prophet directs his message to a believing audience,
while a messenger is sent to a disobedient and non-believing audience. 

Ibn Taymiyyah emphasizes that there is enough evidence in the Qur’an
to demonstrate that messengers are invariably disobeyed.26 Although origi-
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nal, this opinion is far from being perfectly substantiated, since the Qur’an
also relates how certain prophets are disobeyed.27 Finally, he tries to de-
emphasize the significance of the Qur’an’s use of “sent” for both prophets
and messengers by showing how it is also used to refer to angels, wind,
Satan, and fire.

As a modern scholar and al-Azhar graduate from Nigeria, Adam `Abd
Allah al-Aluri (Ilori) has something to add.28 Al-Aluri attempts to construct
new definitions for both prophet and messenger, striving to find ones with
roots embedded in the Qur’an or the hadith. Although his new definitions are
based on the Qur’an and the Sunnah, the evidence is still circumstantial,
since the verses are not actually definitions and his method of arriving at the
definitions is unclear. On what grounds, for instance, could 42:51 be used to
define a prophet rather than a messenger, when it does not even mention the
term prophet? Yet his definitions are innovative and merit attention.

The Qur’an states: 

It is not given to any human being that Allah should speak to him unless
by revelation, or from behind a veil, or He sends a messenger (rasul) to
reveal what He wills by His leave. Verily, He is Most High, Most Wise.
(42:51) 

Also, according to one hadith, Abu Dharr asked Prophet Muhammad:
“Was Adam a prophet (nabiy)?” and received the answer: “Yes, God spoke
to him.”29 From this, al-Aluri concludes that any human being to whom God
spoke through inspiration is a prophet. Moreover, based on this verse and
together with the hadith, he defines a prophet as “a human being to whom
God spoke clearly or from behind a veil, or sent an angel who will reveal to
him what God wishes by His leave.”30 His definition for a messenger is drawn
from verses suggesting that God sent messengers to people to deliver mes-
sages31: “a prophet whom God sends as a preacher in His course, who con-
veys God’s message, and who is a giver of glad tidings and a warner.”32

Among the scholars consulted here, Abu Bakr al-Jaza’iri is the only one
who emphasized the male factor in his definitions33: 

A prophet is a male person whom God inspired with a command. If he is
commanded to deliver it to the people, then he is a prophet and a messen-
ger. But if he is not ordered to deliver it, then he is only a prophet and not
a messenger.34

Also unique to al-Jaza’iri are his specific examples for both prophets
and messengers. For him, Yusha’ ibn Nun (Joshua), who, according to the
Qur’an, was Moses’ young companion at his rendezvous with Khidr,35 was
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a prophet but not a messenger, simply for assuming responsibility for the
Israelites after Moses [and Aaron]. Al-Jaza’iri cites Muhammad as the per-
fect example of both a prophet and a messenger.36

Western scholars on Islam have been no more successful than Muslims
in agreeing on the relationship between prophets and messengers. One of the
leading western experts on the subject is A. J. Wensinck (d. 1939). Not only
is he of the opinion that the Qur’an makes a distinction between prophets
and messengers, reserving superiority for the latter, but he also holds that the
famous definition (conclusion) that “every apostle is as such also a prophet;
but not every prophet is at the same time an apostle” can be traced to the
Qur’an.37 Although this is clearly his position, he astutely admits that the
Qur’an is not always clear with regard to this doctrine.38 Still, in J. W. Fie-
genbaum’s own words: “Wensinck’s position is not very convincing because
his use of the Qur’an is exceedingly limited, and the lines of investigation
which he chose to follow have not been thoroughly researched.”39

Locating which individuals are designated in the Qur’an as prophets or
messengers may still not be helpful in ascertaining the doctrine of prophet-
hood and messengership, for the Qur’an itself has no method of identifying
them. This makes such efforts unreliable or even futile. For instance, if a
messenger is assumed to be superior to a prophet, as many have suggested,
why does the Qur’an fail to identify Abraham as a rasul, when it is apparent
that he is of a sufficiently high stature? Once again, Fiegenbaum suspects
that Wensinck did not undertake a careful analysis of the Qur’an due to its
implied lack of originality.40 Although this suspicion is supported by the atti-
tudes of some earlier western scholars of Islam, one is still left to wonder if
it is really true in Wensinck’s case. 

According to Joseph Horovitz (d 1931), another famous scholar on the
subject, nabiy, a word that he and other scholars believe was borrowed from
Hebrew or Aramaic,41 is distinguished from rasul by the Qur’an. Horovitz
considers prophets to be exclusively from the Ahl al-Kitab (People of the
Book: Jews and Christians), while messengers were sent to other people.42 It
seems that Horovitz, who also draws up a list of prophets and messengers, is
more thorough than Wensinck in paying attention to the Qur’anic content.
Consequently, the former rejects the idea of the messengers’ superiority over
the prophets,43 especially when Prophet Hud and others are identified as mes-
sengers, while Abraham is only described as a prophet. Considering Abraham
as only a prophet ignores the Qur’an’s other statements about him.

Mention must be made of Willem A. Bijlefeld and his “A Prophet and
More than a Prophet,” a meticulously researched article on the use of the cat-
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egories of prophet and messenger. First, his work must be appreciated for its
rejection of

the practice of placing the Qur’anic material at the very outset of the
investigation in the light of non-Muslim concepts and to interpret the
Qur’anic data on the basis and the context of these “alien” notions.44

He adds, “this is particularly harmful and confusing when the non-Muslim
concept becomes a normative value-judgement.”45 In contradistinction, what
Bijlefeld claims to do in his article is to trace what prophet and apostle actu-
ally mean in the Qur’anic context and precisely what they meant to Muham-
mad.46 But whether he lived up to this claim, Fiegenbaum does not think he
did.47

Second, Bijlefeld’s review of earlier works on the subject is remarkably
exhaustive. Significantly however, his statistical data led him to conclude
that not only are prophet and apostle non-interchangeable, but also that the
question of comparing them is “illegitimate,” for “the words have such dif-
ferent and distinctive connotations that one cannot be expressed in terms of
being more and greater than the other.”48 This explanation is only partially
correct, because while there is no indication anywhere in the Qur’an that one
is greater than the other, both terms have, on many occasions, been used
simultaneously to refer to the same person.

Perhaps one of the best modern non-Arabic works on prophethood in
Islam is Fiegenbaum’s Ph.D. dissertation (McGill, 1973), entitled “Prophet-
hood from the Perspective of the Qur’an.” His main thesis is that “nabiy and
rasul are used interchangeably in the Qur’an,”49 and his methodology may
be identified from his statement that “the task of clarifying the Qur’anic per-
spective on prophethood essentially entails relating the function of pro-
phetic office to Divine rule, especially to God’s lordship over the human
community.”50 As a result, he embarked upon the task of delineating the
Qur’anic doctrine of prophethood, but only through “prophetic mission.”
Unlike others, who emphasize the idea of a physical scripture or the lack
thereof as a sign of prophethood, he sees the prophet simply as “the bearer
of Divine word/deed.”51

Compared to others, Fiegenbaum’s methodology may be the safest and
most transparent one available. My method, however, which seeks to juxta-
pose the Qur’anic verses in which prophet and messenger are mentioned, is
demonstrably more effective, particularly in pointing out how their respective
contents, contexts, and consequences remain essentially the same. The latter
method will show – rather than merely tell – the reader how the Qur’an sim-
ply does not differentiate or recognize any difference, in essence, between
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prophets and messengers (notwithstanding its stated preference for some pro-
phets over others [17: 55] or its description of some specific messengers as
“those of resolve” [46:35]). Furthermore, the use of several compelling ques-
tions in this study makes it significant and more effective. Finally, this study
uses the Qur’an more extensively than Fiegenbaum’s, an approach that
enhances its intellectual integrity and viability.

Prophethood and Messengership in the Qur’an
Although the scholars presented above have enhanced the general under-
standing of the subject and their conclusions have dominated the field for
generations, they have not successfully discerned the concepts of prophet-
hood and messengership in the Qur’an. In challenging their conclusions I
prefer to work closely with the Qur’an, as it directly concerns itself with
prophets and messengers. I propose to do this by examining specific ques-
tions depicted in the figure below, such as the purpose of revelation to
prophets and messengers, the question of both being sent, the issue of
book/scripture, and others. The diagram provides the basic components of
the arguments from which both the concept and the definition of prophet-
hood/messengership are drawn. Below it are specific and detailed explana-
tions structured according to prophet and messenger. 

Fig. 1: Components for the Concept and Definition of Prophet/Messenger.

Definition

Purpose of The “Sending” Provision Consequence Fundamentals
Mission Factor of a Book of Mission of Faith

Concept

The Purpose of the Missions of the 
Prophets and the Messengers
The Qur’an insists that God sent prophets to relate glad tidings and warn-
ings52: “Humanity was one community, and Allah sent prophets (nabiyin)
with glad tidings and warnings, and with them He sent down the scripture/
book in truth to judge between people in matters wherein they differed”
(2:213).53

Ibrahim: A Prophet or a Messenger 29

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.software-partners.co.uk

http://www.software-partners.co.uk
http://www.software-partners.co.uk


Al-Tabari (d. 923), in his interpretation of this verse, states:

He sent [al-Tabari changes prophets to messengers] messengers54 in order
to convey glad tidings to those who follow God, in the form of abundant
rewards and respectable abode [Paradise]; and to warn those who disobey
God and disbelieve, of painful punishment, unpleasant reckoning and per-
manence in hellfire.55

In other words, when God finds it necessary to reveal His guidance
(glad tidings and warnings), the sending of prophets who, individually, were
as human as the rest of the people, was inevitable. Therefore, prophets are
sent to deliver a divine message of glad tidings and warnings to people.
Qur’an 33:45-46 explains the purpose of Muhammad’s mission, although it
is rather more significant here for its elaboration of the purpose than its
description of Muhammad as a prophet.

On messengers, the Qur’an states:

And We send not the messengers (mursalin) but as givers of glad tidings
and as warners. So whosoever believes and does righteous good deeds,
upon such shall come no fear, nor shall they grieve. (6:48)

The first segment of these verses, wherein the purpose of sending mes-
sengers is established, is repeated verbatim in 18:56. Here, the purpose of
sending messengers is categorical; namely, to give glad tidings and to warn.
Rhetorically speaking, one of the best styles of emphasis is employed. In
normal expression, the negative clause (ma) and the exceptional clause
(illa) need not be stated and would, simply put, become: “We send mes-
sengers as givers of glad tidings and as warners.” In its efforts to empha-
size the purpose of the messengers’ mission, the Qur’an used ma to negate
any reason for the sending only to emphasize it with the exceptional clause
illa. 

Mahmud al-Alusi (d. 1854), in his Ruh al-Ma`ani, has astutely observed
that grammatically, the terms “givers of glad tidings” and “warners” are set
in circumstantial expressions (hal) to underscore the reasons. Thus: “We do
not send the messengers except for the reason that they convey to their peo-
ple the glad tidings of reward for their obedience and to warn them of pun-
ishment for disobedience.”56

As mentioned above, this is duplicated in 18:56. But 4:165 is even more
telling, for it mentions messengers specifically and is, in fact, a third one of
the verses, of which the previous two talk about prophets and messengers,
respectively.57 In fact, 4:163-65 collectively may be the best indicators that
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the Qur’an does not differentiate between these two terms, but uses them
interchangeably. 

Al-Razi identifies “the original objective” (al-maqsud al-asli: purpose)
of sending prophets/messengers: 

What this means is that the aim of sending [here he replaces messengers
with prophets] prophets is for them to give glad tidings to people for wor-
shipping God and to warn them against ignoring His worship.58

The “Sending” Factor
Some Muslims came to identify God’s “sending” in the sense of charging
only messengers with delivering His message. There is no support in the
Qur’an for this identification.59 On the contrary, it contains enough evidence
that both prophets and messengers were sent and that they were sent to
deliver messages to people. The Qur’an expresses the concept of God’s
“sending” directly: arsala and ba`atha (to send).

As for prophets, the Qur’an declares: “How many a prophet (nabiy)
have We sent among the people of old. Never came there a prophet (nabiy)
to them but they used to mock him” (43:6-7). Earlier, it was pointed out that
Ibn Taymiyyah had aptly recognized that, according to the Qur’an, both
prophets and messengers are sent by God. However, he erred by theorizing
that prophets, as opposed to messengers, are sent to a believing audience.
The verse here shows that prophets were also sent but met resistance from
the people, since mockery entails non-belief and resistance.

Again, 2:213 was used earlier to reveal the purpose of the prophets, and
the discussion of sending them was deliberately postponed. Here, it serves
to highlight “and Allah sent prophets (nabiyin).” The Qur’an puts it in no
uncertain terms, making superfluous the argument that prophets are not sent.
It argues that prophets were sent to deliver messages of glad tidings to peo-
ple and that the scriptures were revealed to them.60 This entire verse may
be used to dispel all arguments that seek to restrict prophethood to the mere
reception of revelation.61

There is a further rational dimension to consider: conventional wisdom
will not accept the position that God reveals to a certain prophet what the
former considers vital for the latter’s salvation or enlightenment and then
asks him to keep it for his own use, without, at the very least, requiring him
to convey what has been revealed.62 This is gainsaid still further by Muslims
through the consideration that any Muslim who possesses knowledge is
urged, and in the case of inquiry is obliged, to share it with the ignorant.63
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Regarding messengers, the Qur’an says: 

And indeed We did send messengers (rusul) before you to their own peo-
ple. They came to them with clear proofs, that We took vengeance on
those who committed crimes, and it was incumbent upon Us to help the
believers. (30:47)

Messengers are so called because they have been sent. The Qur’an, how-
ever, has used sent for those who are not prophets and messengers, which
prompted Ibn Taymiyyah to observe:

Sending is a general appellation that is used with angels, winds, devils,
and fire.64 But whenever the word is identified with the chosen ones
among angels and human beings, it assumes specific meaning; namely,
messengers of God. The Qur’an says: “Allah chooses messengers from
angels and from men. Verily, Allah is All-Hearer, All-Seer.” (22:75)

“Messengers of God,” Ibn Taymiyyah adds, “who convey His imperatives
and proscriptions [to people] on His behalf, are His absolute messengers.”65

In addition, 16:36 not only testifies to messengers being sent, but also
summarizes the content of their mission and explicates, though briefly,
the purpose.66 This leaves the distinction between prophets and messen-
gers, on the basis of one rather than the other being sent, without any
Qur’anic support. 

Provision of a Book
Scholars have used the reception of books or lack thereof to distinguish
between prophets and messengers. As in the previous section, this particular
tactic is not substantiated by the Qur’an. Regarding prophets, the Qur’an
says: 

Humanity was one community, and Allah sent prophets with glad tidings
and warnings. And with them He sent down the book/scripture in truth to
judge between people in matters wherein they differed. (2:213) 

In the preceding two sections, this verse was used to dispel the opinions
regarding the existence of any distinction between prophets and messengers.
Here, it is used to highlight how the Qur’an insists that God sent down books
with the prophets.67

Fiegenbaum has pressed his thesis that the idea of scripture in the
Qur’an should not necessarily assume the exclusively literal form of all that
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has come to be written down. He explores this idea by looking into the
Qur’anic usage of the root “k-t-b.”68 A positive attitude toward this theory
has already been expressed, not for all what he really says, but for what the
verse simply implies: “and Allah sent prophets … and with them He sent
down the scripture” (2:213). 

The Qur’an mentions the Torah (3:3 and 5:44), the Gospel (5:46 and
3:3), the Psalms (4:163 and 21:105), the Qur’an (9:111, 12:2, and 76:23) and
certain suhuf of Abraham and Moses (87:19) as scriptures. Supplementing
the number of these scriptures by what the hadith provides (if accepted) does
not bring one any closer to matching the number of prophets mentioned in
the Qur’an. This situation, vis-à-vis 2:213 and other verses, compels one to
see how the general term kitab, except for when it means the Qur’an (e.g.,
2:2, 4:105, and 14:1) or the Torah (2:87), may not be construed as a physi-
cal entity. So, the idea of kitab in 2:213 must be understood as “the contents
of the revelation.” This understanding is supported, in part, by the verse’s
explanation that the book/scripture (kitab) is to be used to judge between
people in matters wherein they differed.

The verse points out that the differences observable in people necessi-
tate the sending of prophets who came as givers of glad tidings and of those
who came to warn, and of those who are also given scriptures that are to be
used to judge between people. This judgment is therefore just as important
as the sending of prophets, since both are necessary due to the apparent dif-
ferences between people. And since the physical evidence of all of the scrip-
tures is visibly lacking, the literal understanding of them (as physical books)
becomes correspondingly weak. This, in the end, justifies the understanding
of book/scripture as “the content of the revelation” – revelation that every
prophet claimed, as the Qur’an insists, to have received.

In a case where “the content of the revelation” is committed to writing
(as in the Torah or the Qur’an), a physical understanding of kitab is exoner-
ated. But if it remains unwritten, the verse’s meaning is neither slighted nor
betrayed on the basis of the thesis we are advancing here. However, taking
the verse literally confronts one with an unfathomable dilemma, namely,
making the available books/scriptures correspond to the number of prophets/
messengers. 

There is one more observation concerning the understanding of kitab as
the “contents of revelation.” Numerous verses identify the Qur’an as kitab,69

and it is a well-established fact that the entire Qur’an – including those very
verses  – was not written down as a “physical” book until after some time.
A key question should be whether or not the Qur’an is to be considered as
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scripture before it was written down and later canonized. This question is
valid only at the level of ordinary human understanding; it is unnecessary in
the eyes of the Qur’an’s original author, since He has already described it as
kitab. To Him, the issue as to how to construe kitab before or after it was
written down makes no difference, while to others, who should base them-
selves on the Qur’an, the answer can be expressed as follows: the Qur’an
was a scripture before and after its canonization. This simply means that,
whether or not it was written down Muslims would have perceived Muham-
mad (as the Qur’an already portrayed him) as having received kitab. This is
true of all the other prophets whose revelations, as it turned out, were not
actually written down, and may also explain the lack of physical evidence of
all of the scriptures mentioned in 2:213.70

In relation to sending books to messengers, the Qur’an relates that
“indeed We have sent Our messengers (rusulana) with clear proofs and
revealed with them the book (kitab) and the balance (justice) that humanity
may keep up justice” (57:25). Attention here is drawn to the fact that, as in
the case of the prophets, books were sent to the messengers. Similarly, the
purpose of these books is to maintain justice.71

Consequence of Mission
After demonstrating the purpose of prophets and messengers, how they are
all sent and how they all came with books, I will now show that both parties
suffered the same consequences: death or mockery. Here, only the verses will
be cited in order to make it easy to decipher what the Qur’an intends to say. 

According to the Qur’an, one of the consequences endured by both
prophets and messengers is death.

Verily, those who  do not believe in the signs of Allah and kill the prophets
(nabiyin) without right, and kill those men who order just dealings, then
announce to them a painful torment. (3:21) 

And when it is said to them: “Believe in what Allah has sent down,” they
say: “We believe in what was sent down to us, and we do not believe in
that which came after it, while it is the truth confirming what is with them.”
Ask: “Why, then, have you killed the prophets (anbiya’) of Allah afore-
time, if you indeed have been believers?” (2:91)

Indignity is put over them wherever they may be, except under a covenant
from Allah and from men. They have drawn on themselves the wrath of
Allah, and destruction is put over them. This is because they did not
believe in the signs of Allah and killed the prophets (anbiya’) without
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right. This because they disobeyed and used to transgress beyond bounds.
(3:112)

Although the majority of these and other verses72 sharply point to some
of the ancient Children of Israel, the fact that some prophets faced death at
the hands of their people is crystal clear.

On messengers, the Qur’an says:

Verily, We took the covenant of the Children of Israel and sent messen-
gers (rusul) to them. Whenever they came to them a messenger (rasul)
with what they themselves desired not, a group of them (the messengers)
they called liars, and others among them they killed. (5:70) 

And indeed, We gave Musa the Book and followed him up with succes-
sion of messengers (rusul) and We gave `Isa, the son of Maryam, clear
signs and supported him with the Ruh al-Qudus (Gabriel). Is it that when-
ever they came to you a messenger (rasul) with what you yourselves
desired not, you grew arrogant? Some you did not believe, and some you
killed. (2:87)

Those who said: “Verily, Allah has taken our promise not to believe in any
messenger (rasul) unless he brings to us an offering which the fire shall
devour.” Ask: “Verily, there came to you messengers (rusul) before me
with clear signs and even with what you speak of. Why, then, did you kill
them, if you are truthful? (3:183) 

In view of the fact that these verses, as well as the previous ones,
speak of prophets and messengers being killed by their people, it may be
concluded, quite fairly, that the Qur’an indicates that prophets and mes-
sengers are one and the same group of people.73

Prophets and messengers also suffer mockery. About prophets, the
Qur’an says: “How many a prophet (nabiy) have We sent among the peo-
ple of old. Never came there a prophet to them but they used to mock him”
(43:6-7). It also states about messengers that: “Indeed, We sent (arsalna:
messengers) before you among the sects of old, and never came a messen-
ger to them but they did mock him” (15:10-11) and: “Alas for humanity!
There never came a messenger (rasul) to them but they used to mock him”
(36:30). Although killing and mockery were not the only adversities that
the prophets and messengers faced from the non-believers, such passages
suffice to prove my point. Thus, prophet and messenger are used inter-
changeably in the Qur’an, and the punishment meted out to both indis-
criminately proves that there is no distinction between them.
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Fundamentals of Faith
There is a further observation, compelling enough to warrant inclusion in
the scenarios to be explored. The verses below, which invoke the belief –
among other things – in prophets and messengers, clearly refer to the same
people.

It is not al-birr (piety and righteousness) that you turn your faces toward
east and (or) west, but al-birr is (the quality of) the one who believes in
Allah, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the Prophets (nabiyin).
(2:177) 

The Messenger believes in what has been sent down to him from his Lord,
and (so do) the believers. Each one believes in Allah, His angels, His books,
and His messengers (rusul). They say: “We make no distinction between
one another of His messengers (rusul)” and they say: “We hear and we
obey.” (We seek) your forgiveness our Lord, and to you is return. (2:285)

O you who believe! Believe in Allah and His Messenger, and the book He
has sent down to His Messenger, and the scripture He sent down before
(him). Whoever does not believe in Allah, His angels, His books, His mes-
sengers (rusul) and the Last Day, indeed, he has stayed far away. (4:136)

These verses, together with the famous hadith in which the Angel Gab-
riel is believed to have come to teach the Companions their “religion” by
asking the Prophet to explain iman, islam, ihsan, and so on,74 are construed
as identifying the fundamental articles of the Islamic faith. Significantly,
whatever their designation or intended purpose, the prophets and messen-
gers cited therein – believers whom the Qur’an extols and non-believers
whom it deprecates – are meant to refer to one and the same group.
Considered to be the explication of the Qur’an, the hadith in Sahih Muslim
used messengers (rusul), as did the one in Sahih al-Bukhari.75 But in explain-
ing al-Bukhari’s version, Ibn Hajar al-`Asqalani (d. 1448) remarks: “But in
the hadith of Anas and Ibn `Abbas, [the word] prophet occurred. And both
terms [messengers and prophets] are in the Qur’an in chapter two.”76

I construe Ibn Hajar’s remarks to mean that the hadith does not distin-
guish between the two terms, but rather uses them interchangeably. It should
thus come as no surprise when such Muslim scholars as al-Tabari and al-
Razi explain the meaning of either term by using them interchangeably. This
is simply because the Qur’an itself, and therefore most scholars, considers
them to be one and the same. Hence, I define both prophet and messenger
as “someone sent by God with a revelation to deliver a message of glad tid-
ings and warnings to people.”
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Conclusion
For somebody who thinks otherwise, it would be hard to provide a satisfac-
tory answer as to why a popular distinction between a prophet and a mes-
senger emerged. What is viable, though, is to show how the idea came to be
popular.77 As mentioned earlier, there was no “deliberate” attempt by
medieval Muslim scholars to embark upon an “exhaustive” inquiry into the
“Qur’anic concept” of prophethood and messengership. Moreover, to the
scholars, all of their theological treatments of the subject may be considered
Qur’anic, due, on the one hand, to the fact that Muslim theology is a reflec-
tion and extension of the Qur’anic content and, on the other, to the fact that
some Qur’anic verses are cited – sometimes sporadically and may even be
taken out of context – during their discussions. Considering the latter situa-
tion to be especially common, the terms deliberate and exhaustive are high-
lighted when commenting on Muslim scholars’ endeavors on this subject.
The results of the earlier theological treatments have become popular
through selective uses of the Qur’an and the hadith.

The Qur’an
One of the Qur’anic verses advanced by the proponents of distinction is: 

We have never sent any messenger (rasul) or prophet (nabiy) before you
[Muhammad] into whose wishes [message] Satan did not insinuate some-
thing. But God removes what Satan insinuates, and then God affirms His
message. God is all Knowing and Wise. (22:52)

In his interpretation of this verse, al-Alusi points out that repeating
prophet right after messenger indicates an identifiable difference between
them.78 Strangely enough, al-Qadi `Iyad, while presenting various scholars’
opinions, demonstrates how those who oppose the distinction also advance
the same verse in support of their position. They, however, adduce the fact
of God’s sending both prophets and messengers as their explanation. Still, as
far as Ibn Taymiyyah is concerned, this does not truly advance their argu-
ment. To him, God sent both, and yet they are perceived to be distinct.

Al-Alusi’s observation brings up the age-old debate among scholars as
to whether or not the Qur’an employs synonyms. The majority of exegetes
subscribe to the opinion that it does not79 because each and every word has
its particular meaning, which is precisely accorded to it.80 In his Furuq al-
Lughawiyah wa Atharuha fi Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim, al-Shayi’ lists those
scholars who contend that there are no synonyms, including al-Tabari, al-
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Raghib al-Isfahani, and al-Zamakhshari (d.1144). That Bint al-Shati’ (d.
1998)81 is the most adamant and articulate scholar on behalf of this cause in
modern times is evident in her works. With her Al-Tafsir al-Bayan li al-
Qur’an al-Karim and Al-I’jaz al-Bayan li al-Qur’an wa Masa’il Ibn al-
Azraq, she concludes that every word in the Qur’an is unique and conveys
a precise meaning that no other word can.82

Based on this opinion, nabiy is different from rasul – an opinion to
which I have no objection. But what I seek to establish is that even though
nabiy is originally and visibly distinct from rasul, the Qur’an uses both
words interchangeably to designate one and the same group of people. In
other words, when it uses one of these words, it intends the other as well.
Therefore, the question of synonyms does not apply here, since there is no
claim that nabiy literally means rasul in the way it is claimed that hamd
(thanks/praise) means shukr (thanks/appreciation) – a claim that is rejected
by such scholars as Ibn `Atiya.83

The problem as to why both terms are repeated in one verse may be
resolved by noting the occurrence in the Qur’an of similar expressions.
Before providing a few examples, I should note that even words considered
by the Qur’an itself to be different have been used to qualify one and the
same group, let alone those it did not consider different. It seems that the
relationship between muslim and mu’min is analogous to that of nabiy and
rasul in terms of the Muslim perception of them as interchangeable. How-
ever, the Qur’an is quite clear when it states: 

The Bedouins say: “We believe” (amanna). Say: “You do not believe.
You should only say: ‘We have surrendered (in Islam: aslamna),’ for faith
(iman) has not yet entered your hearts.” (49:14) 

As the Qur’an distinguishes here between iman and islam, and, there-
fore, between mu’min and muslim, it also, at the same time, refers both
words to one semantic group (the household of Prophet Lot) elsewhere in
the next two chapters. It says: “So we brought out from therein the believ-
ers (al-mu’minin). But We have found not but one household of Muslims
(al-muslimin)” (51:35-36).84

Here, one is confronted with a salient fact: the literal meaning alone
may not be sufficient to accurately portray what the Qur’an means by cer-
tain words, let alone to accurately formulate their definitions. Thorough
investigations have to be made into the relationships operative in the entire
content before the intended meanings can be adequately assigned. 
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Now, verses in which repetitions occur in reference to the same essence
include “those who follow the messenger (rasul), the prophet (nabiy), who
can neither read nor write, whom they find written with them in Torah”
(7:157).85 Also, “so believe in Allah and His messenger (rasul), the Prophet
(nabiy), who can neither read nor write, who believes in Allah and His
words” (7:158). Why does the Qur’an repeat prophet after messenger,
even though they both refer to Muhammad? Besides the rhetorical impli-
cations of such an emphasis and highlighting (ta’kid), this syntactic struc-
ture is not unacceptable in Arabic, and it is certainly not uncommon, as
shown above, in the Qur’an.

Therefore, al-Alusi’s conclusion that repetition in 22:52 must mean dif-
ference is disproved by 7:157-58. Furthermore, the Qur’an states that “who-
ever is an enemy of Allah, His angels, His messengers, Gabriel and Michael,
then verily, Allah is an enemy to the non-believers” (2:98). Gabriel and
Michael are angels, and their names are repeated after the angels have been
mentioned. From this analysis, it must be concluded that repetition does not
necessarily indicate difference.

Hadith
In addition to 22:52, the proponents of distinction have depended heavily
upon the hadith believed to be narrated by Abu Dharr, who says:

I asked: “O Messenger of God, how many were the prophets?” He said:
“124,000.” I asked: “O Messenger of God, how many of them were mes-
sengers?” He said: “313 people.” I asked: “O Messenger of God, who was
the first?” He said: “Adam.” I asked: “O Messenger of God, was he a
prophet and a messenger?” He said: “Yes, God created him with His hand,
then breathed into him the soul (created by God), and then fashioned him.”
Then he [the Prophet] said: “O Abu Dharr, four were Syriacs: Adam, Shith,
Nuh, and Akhnukh (Enoch), that is Idris, the first person to write with a pen.
And four were Arabs: Hud, Salih, Shu`ayb, and your Prophet, O Abu Dharr.
The first prophet of the Children of Israel is Musa, and the last is `Isa. The
first prophet is Adam, and their last is your Prophet.” I asked: “O Messenger
of God, how many books has God sent down?” He said: “104 books. He
gave 50 scriptures to Shith, 30 to Akhnukh, 10 to Ibrahim, and 10 to Musa
before al-Tawrat. He sent al-Injil [to `Isa], al-Zabur [to Dawud], and al-
Furqan [the Qur’an to Muhammad].”86

The argument for distinction between prophets and messengers finds its
fullest and unfettered support in this hadith. It is precise, categorical, and
elaborate. Yet according to Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 1201), it does not meet even the

Ibrahim: A Prophet or a Messenger 39

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.software-partners.co.uk

http://www.software-partners.co.uk
http://www.software-partners.co.uk


minimum requirement of a dependable hadith: that is, it is not a weak hadith
but rather a fabricated hadith, one that he listed among the spurious hadith.
But other scholars, such as Ibn Hibban al-Busti (d. 965), considered it to be
sound. Al-Alusi, for his part, used it to substantiate his opinion in favor of
distinction and remarked that: “Ibn al-Jawzi’s claim that this tradition was
fabricated is totally incorrect. Although it may be weak, it is strengthened by
other renditions.”87 But Ibn Kathir (d. 1373) has adduced the other renditions
only to qualify their transmitters as “weak.”88

Whenever the authenticity of a hadith is questioned, the problem may
lie either in its chain of transmitters (sanad, isnad) or its text (matn, nass).
Bulayq, in his Nubuwat Adam, has painstakingly scrutinized this hadith’s
transmitters and revealed what scholars such as al-Dhahabi (d. 1348)89 had
to say about all of its individual transmitters. The conclusion is that they are
either weak or are liars.90

The text of this hadith has also been subjected to considerable scrutiny,
which has led to its rejection as a fabrication. For instance, four Arab pro-
phets are mentioned, but Isma`il, who is seen as the father of the Arabs, is
not. “Did Muhammad not consider him an Arab prophet, or did he simply
forget about him?” Moreover, the text also refers to Moses as the first
prophet of the Children of Israel. Once again, Joseph, the son of Jacob, is
bypassed. Lastly, as a conclusive evidence that this hadith is fictitious,
there is no good reason for Idris, so-called in the Qur’an (19:56 and 21:85)
to be referred to here by his Old Testament name of “Akhnukh” (Enoch).91

The relevance of a disputed hadith like this for those using it is clear. For
them, being disputed does not necessarily mean that it is fabricated, and it cer-
tainly does not lead to its total discarding, as seen from al-Alusi’s statements
above. Practically speaking, it remains relevant to them, for they use it to
argue for their position. However, objectively and intellectually speaking, any
hadith in this situation with such a compelling case against its authenticity
must be inadmissible. Therefore, it is imperative that one neither adopt a the-
ological belief nor draw an intellectual conclusion on the basis of such a dis-
puted hadith. 

Finally, it is obvious that as popular as the idea of distinction between a
prophet and a messenger is, it lacks any solid Qur’anic support. The evidence
in support of a lack of distinction between these two terms is both over-
whelming and compelling, especially when it can be conclusively demon-
strated that the Qur’an uses them interchangeably, as it talks about them in
the same scenarios. 
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