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ABSTRACTABSTRACTABSTRACTABSTRACT: In verse 2:23 in the Qur’an, God challenges the 

unbelievers to bring a book like the Qur’an, or to bring ten chapters 

or even one chapter like it. This all-inclusive challenge directed to 

both the layman and elite is not limited to its style and eloquence, 

but also takes into consideration its morality, spirituality, just legal 

code, and proof of the unseen. The claim that the Qur’an is a 

miracle verifies both the occurrence of miracles, and that the 

Qur’an is one of those miracles. This article is a synopsis of 

Allamah Tabatabai’s interpretation of verse 2:23 in his Tafsir al-

Miz�n where he focuses on the five qualities that render the Qur’an 

a miracle: Its a) knowledge, b) unschooled recipient, c) prophecies, 

d) consistency and e) eloquence. Additionally, Allamah responds to 

objections raised about abrogation and the miraculous nature of 

speech. The Qur’an is a continuation of the teachings of earlier 

prophets and considers every topic relevant to one’s spiritual and 

social life – such as morality and jurisprudence – that will remain 

valid and guide humankind until the end of the world.  Prophet 

Muhammad (s), an untaught person, suddenly conveyed a Book 

unsurpassed in its eloquence, knowledge, predictions, and 

knowledge of the unseen. Its superiority in all the above-mentioned 

aspects astonished the pre-Islamic Arabs who were unrivalled in 

linguistic excellence by their contemporaries. This led some to 

venerate the Qur’an and act upon its teachings, while others who 

were resentful falsely accused the Prophet of having been educated 

by third parties. The knowledge it contains is reserved for Allah, 

and this renders people incapable of producing a piece similar to its 

perfectly arranged words that require expertise in eloquence, 

intelligence, and understanding – all qualities that categorize writers 

and speakers into different levels.       



MESSAGE OF THAQALAYN                Winter 2013, Vol. 13, No. 4 

����

�

� �
 �+� ,S�J� ����� ���Y�d���  �W �����%� �?���%�  �$���6��W�  � �+� ,e���J�.��� ���K �$ �0� �@�A �3
��
��7 �5 �Z� ���K �$ �0� �@�A� ������� �@3�5� �
 �+� �� �0��� �� �O �;����% �5� �3� �����= �+�

And if you are in doubt concerning what We have sent 

down to Our servant, then bring a s�rah like it, and 

invoke your helpers besides Allah, should you be 

truthful. (2:23) 

 

In the above verse, God challenges the unbelievers to bring something 

“like it” - i.e. a Qur’anic chapter. In other verses, God challenges the 

believers to bring ten chapters.  An alternative interpretation takes the 

expression “like it” to refer to bringing the like of the Qur’an written 

by someone like Prophet Muhammad (s) given that he was untaught 

by any teacher. 

The assertion that the Qur’an is a miracle that challenges its 

adversaries not only verifies the occurrence of miracles, but also 

confirms that the Qur’an is one of those miracles. Allamah Tabatabai 

first approaches this subject by proving that the Qur’an is a miracle, 

which in turn proves the prophethood of Prophet Muhammad (s) and 

inevitably verifies the reality of miracles. Afterwards, Allamah delves 

into the concept of miracles to answer the probing question: How can 

something that is contrary to the universal law of cause and effect 

occur?  

The miracle of the Qur’an is universal, whereas other miracles are 

temporal, and limited by time and space.  This all-inclusive challenge 

is not merely restricted to its eloquence and style; rather, its morality, 

just legal code, and evidence of the unseen are also included.  It also 

assuredly includes unforeseen events of the past and future; people 
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generally do not have the courage to bring about a book that claims to 

have knowledge of the unseen.   

The Qur’an is a miracle for people of all academic fields and spiritual 

ranks – sages, poets, sociologists, psychologists, linguists, politicians, 

layman and elite, Muslim and non-Muslim alike – all are considered 

and invited towards guidance. It addresses itself to all of humankind: 

"…this Qur'an has been revealed to me that I may warn thereby you 

and whomever it may reach…,”
1
 "Yet it us just a reminder for all the 

nations"
2
 and "Indeed it is one of the greatest [signs] – a warner to all 

humans.”
3
 

The qualities that render the Qur’an a miracle are five: 1) the 

knowledge it holds, 2) the illiteracy of its messenger, 3) predictions 

and knowledge of the unseen, 4) its consistent nature, and 5) its 

eloquent style. 

Its Knowledge 

One way that Allah challenges the unbelievers is through the 

knowledge contained in the Qur’an. He revealed the Qur’an 

“explaining clearly everything”
4
 and takes into consideration every 

topic, regardless of its scope: “…nor is there a grain in the darkness 

of the earth, nor anything fresh or withered but it is in a manifest 

Book.”
5
 It offers the most comprehensive path of guidance, in terms 

of a person’s spiritual and social life. Fundamental teachings based on 

both monotheism and human nature have been offered for which its 

details are relevant to one’s life and character, such as moral virtues 

and religious laws covering worship, social regulations, and penal 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
1 Qur’an, 6:19 
2 Qur’an, 68:52 
3 Qur’an, 74:35-36 
4 Qur’an, 16:89 
5 Qur’an, 6:59 
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codes taught by the Prophet: “Take whatever the Apostle gives you, 

and relinquish whatever he forbids you…”
6
   

Moreover, it not only contains the knowledge of previous divine 

books but also puts the finishing touches on them as it is a 

continuation of the teachings of earlier prophets: “He has prescribed 

for you the religion which He had enjoined upon Noah and which we 

have [also] revealed to you, and which We had enjoined upon 

Abraham, Moses and Jesus.”
7
   

The Qur’an’s perfect knowledge is eternal; it will remain valid until 

the end of the world and will continue to guide mankind with 

relevance to human needs: “...and most surely it is a Mighty Book: 

Falsehood shall not come to it from before it nor from behind it; a 

revelation from the Wise, the Praised One.”
8
  In other words, the 

Qur’an is beyond the reach of the law of change and development; it 

will never be affected by abrogation.  Some people question whether 

such a book is capable of giving guidance.  They argue that there are 

many changes that occur over time, and thus the laws and regulations 

controlling society must change to cope with fluctuations in society. 

Therefore, how can the Islamic law (shari’a) continue to apply to all 

generations without any change or abrogation?  

According to Allamah, although aspects such as food and technology 

change over time, the basic need for happiness is universal. Islam 

offers a set of laws that governs human nature and provides for our 

essential needs.  For instance, it advises people to eat and drink as 

they please, but warns against eating and drinking harmful products 

such as pork and wine. Likewise, it instructs people to dress as they 

like within the boundaries of dressing modestly.   

���������������������������������������� �������������������
6 Qur’an, 59:7 
7 Qu’ran, 42:13 
8 Qur’an, 41:41-42 
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The Qur’an has built its laws on the foundation of monotheism and 

morality that stem from a healthy human nature. However, those who 

believe laws controlling society must change in relation to vicissitudes 

in society overlook the spiritual side of monotheism and morality, and 

instead focus entirely on the material advancement of society.   

 

The Receiver of Revelation 

Without having been taught or trained by an educator, nor having 

delivered a lecture or even created a single line of poetry, Prophet 

Muhammad (s) suddenly conveyed a Book whose words and 

meanings are perfect, dumbfounding the giants of literature with its 

unique eloquence and unmatched style.  Nonetheless, adversaries who 

harbored envy and malice in their hearts accused him of having 

learned such truths from third parties. These allegations are as 

follows: 

• First allegation: The Prophet learned the stories in the Qur’an 

from Christian monks during his business travels to Syria.  

Response: Having gone to Syria only twice – once with his uncle Abu 

Talib and another time with Khadija’s slave Maysara – neither 

traveling companion reported any such meeting with a teacher. But if 

he did meet with someone, who was it that taught him divine 

monotheistic knowledge?  How did he receive such wisdom?  And 

how did he learn unsurpassed elocution and eloquence? 

• Second allegation: The Prophet learned these truths from a Roman 

blacksmith. 

Response: Allah replies to this allegation in the Qur’an: “And certainly 

we know that they say: ‘Only a mortal teaches him.’ The tongue of 

him whom they are inclined to blame for it is barbarous, and this is 
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clear Arabic language.”
9
 The Qur’an was revealed in the Arabic 

language, whereas the language of the man to whom they ascribed it is 

Roman. Furthermore, this verse demonstrates that the miracle of the 

Qur’an is not limited to its content; its eloquence is also beyond man’s 

capability. 

• Third allegation: The Prophet gained this knowledge from Salman 

al-Farsi who was apparently well-versed in religions and sects.  

Response: Salman converted to Islam after meeting the Prophet in 

Medina while a major portion of the Qur’an was revealed in Mecca 

beforehand.  

Predictions and Unconventional Knowledge  

The verses concerning the unseen are divided into four categories: 1) 

information relating to previous prophets – such as Prophet Joseph 

and Prophet Jesus - and their nations,
10

 2) foretelling future events, for 

instance, that the Romans will avenge their defeat as well as the signs 

that will appear before  the Day of Judgment,
11

 3) verses about 

scientific phenomenon that were not yet discovered
12

 such as the 

formation of clouds and rain, and 4) verses that refer to major events 

that would occur in the Islamic community and the world after the 

death of the Prophet.
13

  

 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
9 Qur’an, 16:103 
10 Qur’an, 11:49 – after the story of Prophet Yusuf; 12:102 & 3:44- regarding the story of 

Lady Mariam;   19:34 - regarding Prophet Jesus. 
11 Qur’an, 30:2-4 – Romans would avenge their defeat; 28:85 - The Prophet would return to 

Mecca after his hijrah; 48:27 - The vision of the Prophet would come true; 48:15 - 

regarding the future behaviour of a group of Muslims; 5:70 – no one would be able to 

harm the Prophet; 5:19 – the Qur’an will remain under Allah’s protection; 21:95 – 7; 

24:55; 6:65 - Signs appearing before the Day of Judgment   
12 Qur’an, 15:22; 15:19; 78:6-7 - verses based on scientific realities unknown during 

revelation and discovered after research  
13 Qur’an, 5:54; 10:47-50; 30:30-32 - verses that refer to the future events of the Islamic 

community, or in the world in general, after the death of the Prophet  
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Its Consistent and Eternal Nature 

The Qur’an does not include the slightest discrepancy. Allah says: 

“Do they not then meditate on the Qur'an? And if were from any other 

than Allah, they would have found in it many a discrepancy.” (4:82)  

This material world is governed by law, change, and development; 

human beings constantly undergo change and development as they 

struggle to upgrade themselves, realizing with every passing hour the 

mistakes committed in the past hour.  However, the Qur’an – with all 

its universal spiritual knowledge, ethics, and laws – was brought piece 

by piece during the course of twenty-three years, in Mecca and 

Medina, through thick and thin. Had such a book been revealed from 

other than Allah, it would have undoubtedly contained flawed 

eloquence and style, and many inconsistencies.   

More importantly, the Qur’an is not only free from contradiction, but 

there is no difference in the complexity of ideas over time. An 

author’s first edition may not bear any contradictions, but it is able to 

improve over time. The next editions are usually more polished, as 

they require improvements and modifications, especially after authors 

gain further knowledge and experience. However, the Qur’an is kept 

intact, never improving and is thus in no need of editing or revision.  

Some use the following verse to show the many instances of 

abrogation in the Qur’an: “Whatever signs We abrogate or cause to be 

forgotten, We bring one better than it or like it;
14

 and when We 

change (one) communication for (another) communication, and Allah 

knows best what He reveals...”
15

 Thus, abrogation is misunderstood as 

being a change in opinion, an inconsistency, or a contradiction.   

However, abrogation is not to be viewed as a discrepancy. A rule is 

abrogated when the society or rule changes to the extent that the 

underlying wisdom of the rule is no longer effective. But the Qur’an 

contains verses to demonstrate that a given order was temporary, and 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
14 Qur’an, 2:106 
15 Qur’an, 16:101 
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that it would soon be abrogated. For example, there was a time when 

Muslims were asked to give charity when they wanted to whisper to 

the Prophet. This rule was temporary. Another instance was when 

marital relations were temporarily prohibited during the Month of 

Ramadan. The verses that mention a rule that was abrogated indicate 

that these rules were not permanent. 

Furthermore, abrogation may be a mere legislation following another.  

It may also be used to test people or to prepare them for a future law.  

Indeed, God does not change His plan, and although a given ruling 

may appear to be a firm decision, His real decision is known 

beforehand.   

Its Eloquence 

The Qur’an addresses both jinn and man when it challenges its 

adversaries to bring a written or spoken piece resembling its 

eloquence. The challenge is to produce a similar book, ten chapters,
16

 

or even a single chapter like it.
17

  

Prophet Muhammad (s) conveyed the divine message when the 

society’s predominant talent and focus revolved around eloquent 

speech and beautiful poetry. Pre-Islamic Arabs took great pride in 

carefully articulating their language, and did not allow any other 

nation to surpass them in this regard.  Linguistic structure played a 

vital role in their lives, since Arabic was mainly a spoken language 

with memorization as the primary means of preserving their literature. 

Their oral literature consisted of poetry and prose that entailed the 

most elegant expression, style, and flow, and it was widely accepted 

that they had reached the highest level of eloquence, incomparable to 

previous and contemporary nations.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
16 Qur’an, 17:88; 11: 12-3 
17 Qur’an, 2:23; 10:38 
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Allah revealed the Qur’an during this era, when its unique and 

bewildering linguistic excellence surpassed the highest literature. The 

revelation of the Qur’an astounded the Prophet’s contemporaries who 

were not only articulate in their language, but revered others who held 

high linguistic abilities. They were so hopeless in competing with the 

Qur’an that they labeled the Prophet either mad or a magician given 

that it provided linguistic excellence unparalleled in the history of the 

Arabic language, as it was revealed in the most eloquent, articulate, 

and elaborate style.   

The Qur'an’s challenge to the nation provoked anger in its opponents, 

who hid themselves to avoid hearing its recitation: “Now surely they 

fold up their breasts that they may conceal from Him; now surely, 

when they put their garments as a covering, He knows what they 

conceal and what they make known.”
18

 

Objections 

The following objections have been made regarding whether or not 

language can be considered a miracle: 

Objections: Speech cannot become a miracle or rise above human 

ability because language is created by people to meet their social 

needs and to convey their thoughts and feelings.  Even if it reaches a 

high level, the Qur’an entails various styles and structures. Not all 

styles are miraculous; thus, one type would fall short of that standard. 

Response 

Counter-argument: Some scholars held that it is Allah who renders 

man unable to produce something like the Qur’an to preserve and 

protect the sanctity of prophethood; the miracle was in Allah’s power 

to prevent people from bringing its like. However, this theory is 

invalid. The challenge is meant to prove that the Qur’an is a revelation 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
18 Qur’an, 11:5 
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that is revealed by Allah’s knowledge, rather than being forged by the 

Prophet or produced by Satan.        

The knowledge contained in the Qur’an is humbling, since true 

knowledge is reserved for Allah:  

Or, do they say: ‘He has forged it?’ Say: ‘Then bring a 

chapter like this and call whom you can besides Allah, 

if you are truthful.’ Nay, they have rejected that of 

which they have no comprehensive knowledge, and its 

final interpretation has not yet come to them...
19

  

It is Allah’s knowledge that renders people unable to bring something 

like it.  People simply lack this knowledge; it is not that they initially 

possessed this ability and God prevented them from undertaking the 

task. According to the Qur’an, both human beings and jinn are unable 

to develop a piece that is entirely free of inconsistencies.
20

 

Response: The invention of words for particular meanings does not 

teach man how to perfectly arrange, plan, draft, and deliver the speech 

to reveal its meaning; this requires intelligence, deep knowledge, and 

aptitude in eloquence and delivery. Both skill and knowledge is what 

places writers and speakers at different levels. 

The three aspects of human speech include: 

a) Knowledge of language: having comprehensive knowledge of 

language without being able to articulate it.  

b) Elocutionary skill: being a good speaker without necessarily being 

knowledgeable.  

c) Knowledge of realities: being knowledgeable without being able to 

clearly express one’s views.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
19 Qur’an, 10:38-39 
20 Qur’an, 4:82 
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Knowledge of language is invented by man’s social instinct whereas 

elocutionary skill and knowledge depend on intellectual refinement.   

Human intelligence is limited; it cannot comprehend each and every 

detail of an event or fact. Thus, no person can ensure that his or her 

knowledge is flawless because people’s perceptiveness naturally shifts 

from deficiency to perfection.  The same holds for any person’s 

speech; it cannot be guaranteed that is it completely free of flaws, or 

that its knowledge and skill is on the same level as the earlier or future 

speech. Given this observation, the perfection of both eloquence and 

knowledge in the Qur’an cannot be the result of a human being’s 

effort.  

Moreover, language being invented by people does not necessarily 

prove that only they can produce the best piece of literature.  An 

inventor of an object does not guarantee his or her expertise in using 

it.  For example, the inventor of the paintbrush will not necessarily be 

the best painter.  

Thus, miraculous eloquence is not merely a product of words alone. 

The Qur’an’s perfect eloquence consists of�language that is in 

harmony with the proposed meaning, and this meaning must be in 

conformity with the established fact.  Its words are sweet, its style 

flowing, its sentences concise, its meaning applicable, and its ideas 

factual.   

�

Conclusion 

The all-encompassing challenge directed towards both the layman and 

elite to bring a literary piece similar to the Qur’an is not restricted to 

its style and eloquence; instead, it takes into account morality, 

spirituality, a just legal code, and proof of the unseen. The five 

characteristics that render the Qur’an a miracle are its a) knowledge, 

b) unschooled recipient, c) prophecies, d) consistency and e) 
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eloquence. The Qur’an is not only a continuation of the wisdoms of 

earlier prophets; it also includes every important aspect of a person’s 

social and spiritual life, with its moral and religious laws remaining 

valid and applicable until the end of time. Moreover, it was revealed 

to Prophet Muhammad (s), an untaught individual. The Qur’an’s 

superiority in all the above-mentioned aspects amazed the Prophet’s 

contemporaries, many of whom excelled in the field of prose and 

poetry.  While some respected the Qur’an and valued its teachings, 

others showed animosity, and consequently accused the Prophet of 

having been secretly taught by holy men and academics. The 

knowledge it contains is reserved for Allah, rendering anyone 

incapable of bringing something like it, complete with flawless word 

arrangement that can only be produced by intelligence and eloquence 

that is beyond human capacity.   

 


