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Judas Iscariot in the Gospels and the Islamic Tradition of Interpretation  

Fethi Ahmet Polat* 

“‘That foremost soul up there’, the master said, 
‘Whose limbs are quivering with intenser pain? 

Is Judas, called Iscariot: See! His head 
Inside he heath, outside his legs remain…”267 

Abstract 

This article attempts to clarify the role of Judas in the holy Gospels by comparing the 
descriptions of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ contained in the aforementioned Gospels 
with accounts contained in the Gospel of Judas. By examining different accounts of the 
crucifixion, it should be possible to examine the arguments supporting the traditional view 
that Jesus Christ was crucified due to the betrayal of an apostle and those arguments dis-
puting this traditional description of events. Most of the existing studies examining this 
issue are found in the Canonical and Apocryphal Gospels and in the Holy Qurʾān. The 
majority of the reports that can be found in the books of the interpretation of the Holy 
Qurʾān largely coincide with the accounts provided in the Canonical Gospels. The main 
difference between the Qurʾān and the Holy Gospels on this issue is that the Qurʾān, in 
contrast to the Canonical Gospels, states that the person crucified was not Jesus Christ. 
Given the debate on the issue, it is clear that all passages which examine the question as to 
whether Judas Iscariot was a traitor or a ‘hero’ should be dealt with a great deal of care. 

 
Key words: Judas Iscariot, Canonical Gospels, Apocryphal Gospels, Exegesis of the Holy Qurʾān, crucifixion, 
Raising of Jesus to God 

Introduction 

This article is based on the Gospels of Barnabas and Judas, which similarly to the Canoni-
cal Gospels, are considered apocryphal in nature.268 The church is highly critical of the 
Gospel of Barnabas,269 a document which was allegedly written by a Jew called Barnabas 
from the island of Cyprus. A considerable number of people have claimed that the Gospel 
was written by a person who may not have been a disciple. They have speculated that he 
might have been instead a Muslim or somebody who had knowledge of both Islam and 

                                                           
*  Dr. Fethi Ahmet Polat is Associate Professor at the Selchuk University, the Divinity Faculty in Konya, 

Turkey. 
267  Dante Alighieri (721/1321), the First Canticle, Inferno, of the Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri (Trans. 

Thomas William Parsons), Cambridge Press of John Wilson and Son, Boston 1867, pp. 212. 
268  Another Apocryphal Gospel is the Gospel written by St. Judas Thomas from Didim, which was discovered 

in a sepulchre in Egypt in 1945. This Gospel, twelve papyrus copies of which were found rolled up on a 
copper plate, was later translated from the Coptic language into various Western languages. The French 
version was later further translated into the Turkish language. It is striking that this Gospel, in sharp con-
trast to the other Gospels, was written in a relatively brief style. Moreover, this Gospel makes no mention 
of either the role of Judas Iscariot in the crucifixion or of the crucifixion itself. See Thomas’ Gospel, the 

Real Words of Jesus Christ. 
269  The Acts 4: 36; the Gospel of Barnabas, pp. 7. 
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Christianity.270 As the Gospel of Barnabas is in many respects very similar to the Canoni-
cal Gospels, this article argues that it must be regarded as a historical resource, in the same 
way as the other Gospels are also regarded as historical documents. In any case, a degree 
of research has also been carried out aimed at ascertaining the authenticity of the Gospel of 
Barnabas.271 

Recently, however, a new copy of the Gospel has been discovered and come to the 
attention of scholarly circles, prompting renewed interest to be shown in the subject. When 
it was discovered that the manuscripts, found in 1970 in caves on the shore of the Dead 
Sea (Qumran caves),272 were 1700 years old, it became clear that something very important 
and quite significant had been found. This Gospel was translated from the Coptic language 
into English by a charity foundation in Switzerland in 2001. In fact, it has been proven that 
this Gospel, which is considered an apocryphal text favored by heretic Gnostics,273 was 
composed between 130 and 170 AD. However, while a translated version of the Gospel 
exists now, until now no discussion has taken place about the manuscript of this Gospel. 
The National Geographic Society has already published the text both in its original lan-
guage and in English. The English version of the text has been used in this study.274 This 

                                                           
270  While Barnabas was not among the twelve apostles, he is nevertheless regarded by the church as being an 

apostle. See Harman, Ömer Faruk, “Isa”, Diyanet Islam Ansiklopedisi, XXII, Istanbul 2000, pp. 25-30. 
According to Christians, the text of the Gospel of Barnabas was written by a Morisco of Spanish or Italian 
descent who lived in the 16th or 17th century. In addition, Christians also contend that this Gospel, which is 
one of the so-called original Holy Book texts which Muslims cling to, is in fact a fake piece of work which 
was written in the mid-17th century. Huges, Thomas Patrick, Dictionary of Islam, Munshiram Manoharial 
Publishers, New Delhi 1995, pp. 36-37; Schirrmacher, Christine, “the Influence of Higher Bible Criticism 
on Muslim Apologetics in the Nineteenth Century”, Muslim Perceptions of Other Religions: a Historical 
Survey (ed. Jacques Waardenburg), Oxford University Press, New York 1999, pp. 274; Rhodes, J. N., 
“Barnabas”, New Catholic Encyclopedia (ed. Berart L. Marthaler), I-XV, Thomson and Gale, Washing-
ton 2003, 150-151. 

271  Harman, Metin, Muhteva ve Kaynak Acisindan Barnaba Incili [the Gospel of Barnabas in Terms of Text, 
Content and Resource], pp. 152-180. 

272  Since 1947, Qumran, a region on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea, has become increasingly well 
known as the place where the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered. The name refers more specifically to 
Wadi Qumran, a precipitous watercourse which runs down to the sea from the west, and to Khirbet Qum-
ran, a ruin standing less than a mile to the west of the sea on the marl terrace found north of the wadi. See 
Mordkhai Neishtat, “Qumran”, Encyclopaedia Judaica (ed. Fred Skolnik), I-XXII, Second Edition, 
Thomson and Gale, USA, XVI, 778. 

273  Yamauchi, E. M., “Apocryphal Gospels”, the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia: A-D (ed. Geof-
frey W. Bromiley), William B. Eerdmans Publishing, Wyoming 1995, pp. 185. 

274  Sufficient information can be found in the following links.  
 http://www9.nationalgeographic.com/lostgospel/ (last viewed: 10.02.2009) 
 http://www.nytimes.com/2006/04/06/science/06cnd-judas.html?incamp=article_popular (last viewed: 

10.02.2009) 
 http://www.abcnews.go.com/Primetime/story?id=1810169&page=1 (last viewed: 10.02.2009) 
 A critique that has recently been made in America is that the text has been translated badly and is full of 

errors. April D. DeConick, one of the experts at Rice University in Houston, argues that the National Geo-
graphic Institute translated Judas’ Gospel in an incorrect fashion. In his book, entitled The Thirteenth 
Apostle, DeConick states: “My translation clarifies that Judas was the devil”. DeConick claims that his 
translation and analysis concurs with the generally held belief about Judas. He states that serious errors 
were made in the translation of Judas’ Gospel. The author of this text also believes that this subject should 
be made a topic of serious analysis. Another article, written by Mahmut Aydin on the same subject, came 
to the author’s attention while writing this article. This work was later published in an online journal. See 
Aydin, Mahmut, “Yahuda Iskaryot Bir Hain mi? [Is Judas Iscariot a Betrayer?]”. In this study, the book 
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article attempts to clarify the role of Judas in the crucifixion by comparing and contrasting 
the accounts of this event contained in Gospels, which describe Jesus’ crucifixion as being 
a result of the betrayal of an apostle, with those contained in Islamic source material and in 
the Gospel of Judas. The article will thus contribute to the efforts which have already been 
made to highlight some of the more important issues in the Islamic interpretative tradition 
which derive from the Ahl al-Kitāb.  

As is well known, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is one of the basic and most impor-
tant events in the history of Christianity. Not just Christian scholars, but also Islamic scho-
lars have also traditionally shown a keen interest in this subject. This is most probably 
because the incident is narrated in the holy texts of both Christianity and Islam. However, 
while the event plays an important role in both religions, many aspects of the crucifixion 
are opaque in nature and in need of further clarification. For a start, the events surrounding 
the crucifixion of Jesus are not clearly described in the Canonical Gospels. In addition, the 
emergence of the Gospel of Barnabas caused serious confusion to arise regarding this 
issue. Finally, the discovery of the Gospel of Judas has made the issue yet more puz-
zling.275 The author was inspired to write this article by the absence of information in the 
Canonical Gospels detailing Judas Iscariot’s real role in the ‘crucifixion incident’.276 The 
principle aim of this study is thus to highlight one of the most significant differences be-
tween the Gospels mentioned – the role of Judas Iscariot in the crucifixion incident. This 
article examines both apocryphal (St. Thomas, Barnabas and Judas) and Canonical Gos-
pels, and endeavours to explain the issues discussed in these Gospels from the perspective 
of the traditional Islamic interpretation of the events surrounding the alleged crucifixion of 
Jesus Christ and the role of Judas Iscariot in this episode. 

1 The role of Judas Iscariot according to Gospels which are in circulation  

Judas Iscariot was the son of a Jew named Simon.277 There are many theories about exactly 
why Judas, who was born in a region that suffered much from the cruelty of Roman rulers, 
had the surname ‘Iscariot’. One of the theories holds that the name is related to the Latin 
word ‘sicarius’ meaning ‘killer’ or ‘assassin.’ Both Judas Iscariot himself and his father, 
who had the same name, were members of a secret, radical, religious group which fought 
against the Roman regime. The members of this group were called Iscariot.278 According 

                                                                                                                                                   

that was translated by Rudolph Kasser and his friends will be used. See the Gospel of Judas (Trans. 
Rodolphe Kasser, Marvin Meyer, and Gregor Wurst in collaboration with Franchois Gaudard), which was 
published in the form of a pamphlet by The National Geographic Society in 2006. 

275  A number of important works on this issue have recently been published. See Ehrman, Bart D., the Lost 
Gospel of Judas Iscariot: A New Look at Betrayer and Betrayed, Oxford University Press, London 2006; 
Robinson, James McConkey, the Secrets of Judas: the Story of the Misunderstood Disciple and His Lost 
Gospel, HarperCollins, New York 2007; Krosney, Herbert, the Lost Gospel: the Quest for the Gospel of 
Judas Iscariot, National Geographic Society 2007; Porter, Stanley E. / Heat, Gordon L., the Lost Gospel of 
Judas: Separating Fact from Fiction, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, Wyoming 2007. 

276  Rahmatullāh Afandī (1306/1889), Iẓhār al-Ḥaqq Tercumesi (Trans. ʿUmar Fahmī Afandī, Nuzhat Afandī), 

Sonmez Press, Istanbul 1972, pp. 130, 139, 140, 187, 686, 710. 
277  Flanagan, N. M., “Judas Iscaroit”, New Catholic Encyclopedia (ed. Berart L. Marthaler), I-XV, Thomson 

and Gale, Washington 2003, VIII, 14. 
278  Bammel, Ernst, “Judas Iscariot”, Encyclopaedia Britannica: a New Survery of Universal Knowledge (ed. 

Warren E. Preece), I-XXIV, Encyclopaedia Britannica Inc., USA 1965, XII, 117; Aydin, Mahmut, “Ya-
huda Iskaryot Bir Hain mi, Yoksa Bir Kahraman mi? Yahuda Incili Uzerine Bir Yorum”, Journal of Milel 
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to another theory, this surname was given to Judas as he was originally from a town called 
Cariot in Southern Palestine;279 the name thus being interpreted as meaning ‘a man from 
Cariot’.280 The name ‘Judas’, in contrast, appears to have been quite a common one at this 
time. This name can be found 42 times in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John.281 

Whilst Judas Iscariot was not being one of the leading apostles, he was nevertheless 
an honest one. The Gospels describe him as being the apostle to whom the charity money 
which was raised for the poor was entrusted. It seems highly unlikely that Jesus Christ and 
his apostles naively accepted such a person as a friend, confidant and trustee. Against this 
background, the Biblical commentaries offer only one explanation for his betrayal – that 
the devil took possession of his body.282 In this context, Judaica, one of the 12 apostles, is 
reported to have commented that Judas Iscariot had already (i.e. prior to the ‘betrayal inci-
dent’ documented below) betrayed him for unknown reasons.283 The extent to which Ju-
das’ betrayal came to be almost universally accepted in Europe is demonstrated by the 
countless numbers of works of art depicting this event which were produced in the Euro-
pean Middle Ages. 284 

There is no doubt that the role of Judas Iscariot in the crucifixion of Jesus Christ de-
tailed in the four Canonical Gospels has greatly affected Christians’ views and opinions of 
Jews. This influence which the accounts contained in the Gospels has had on the Western 
world has been clearly visible in various forms at different periods in time. These have 
ranged from the strategy adopted by Hitler in the Second World War to ‘The Passion’,285 a 

                                                                                                                                                   

ve Nihal, v. 3, n. 1-2, June 2006, pp. 794. A new website about Judas Iscariot has also recently be created 
See http://www.judasischariot.com/ (last viewed: 10.02.2009) 

279  McDonald, William, Kutsal Kitap Yorumu: Yeni Antlashma Serisi (The Holy Book Interpretation), I-III, 
Yeni Yasham, Istanbul 2000, I, 298. As a matter of fact, in some works, it is seen that he is named as “Ju-
das of Cariot”. See Hueter, John E., Matthew, Mark, Luke, John: Now Judas and His Redemption: (in 
Search of the Real Judas), Branden Books 1983, pp. 134; Maclaren, John James, “Jesus Christ”, the In-
ternational Standard Bible Encycloapedia (ed. James Orr), I-IV, the Howard-Severance Company, Chi-
cago 1915, III, 1642. 

280  Cheyne, T. K., “Judas Iscariot”, Encyclopaedia Biblica: a Critical Dictionary of the Literary Political 
and Religious History. The Archeology Geography and Natural History of the Bible (ed. T. K. Cheyne - J. 
Sutherland Black), I-IV, the Macmillan Company, London 1991, II, 2623-2624.  

281  See Strong, James, the New Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, Thomas Nelson Publishers, 
Nashville 1985; Harper’s Bible Dictionary (ed. Paul J. Achtemeier), Harper and Row Publishers, San 
Francisco 1985. 

282  These explanations, which can be found in Gospels, have also entered into literature interpreting the Bible. 
See McDonald, The Holy Book Interpretation, I, 530. These works are not free of contradictions, as they 
state that the Devil led Judas astray from the path, and that Jesus Christ was aware of this fact. Judas was 
the devil in reality, and Jesus Christ was aware of this fact. See McDonald, the Holy Book Interpretation, 
I, 484.  

283  “Jesus”, Encyclopaedia Judaica, XI, 248. 
284  Twycross, Meg, “the Theatre”, the Bible and Culture (ed. F.A. John Sawyer), Blackwell Publishing, 

Australia 2005, pp. 349. 
285  The impact of the film was so great that it has been analysed and discussed in numerous academic articles. 

These articles have examined not just the language used in the film, but also its content and the impact 
which it has had on society as a whole. 

 See http://scholar.google.com.tr/scholar?q=The+Passion+of+the+Christ+(2004)&hl=tr&um=1&ie=UTF-
8&oi=scholart (last viewed: 06.01.2009) 
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film first screened in 2004.286 In this sense, the discovery of the Judas Gospel can be re-
garded as supposing a serious blow for Christians holding anti-Semitic views. In addition, 
while the Gospel of Judas is considered apocryphal, the belief that Judas betrayed Jesus, 
which still exists in the minds of many Christians, has remained and will remain at the 
heart of numerous controversial debates over the source and the development of Christiani-
ty. However, fears that the Judas Gospel may question the validity of the Canonical Gos-
pels will almost inevitably result in the authenticity of the Judas Gospel being placed into 
doubt, especially given the fact that religion and politics are tightly interwoven. In our 
times, in which it is difficult to separate religion from politics, questions concerning the 
authenticity of the Gospel of Judas will thus be discussed with the same intensity as ques-
tions regarding the authenticity of the Canonical Gospels. 

The role of Judas Iscariot in the crucifixion incident has been discussed since the ear-
ly days of Christian thought, and various theories about it have been developed.287 In this 
context, Kierkegaard has suggested that an important part of the work of people carrying 
out research into Christianity consists in interpreting Christians’ views on the person of 
Judas Iscariot.288 When the issue of ‘betrayal’ is mentioned in any form of research on 
Christianity, Judas Iscariot comes immediately to mind. Scholars who have written articles 
on the history of the Holy Book have also frequently mentioned Judas Iscariot,289 and the 
Gospels detail his betrayal in different ways. Whilst these different accounts help us to 
identify the personal characteristics of Judas Iscariot, they provide at the same time incon-
sistent accounts of the events surrounding him or the words and actions that are attributed 
to him. However, despite these inconsistencies, the Canonical Gospels coincide in describ-
ing Judas as a betrayer.290 In order to fully understand the actions of Judas Iscariot, biblical 
passages describing Judas’ behavior will be examined in this text. In doing this, the verses 
of the Bible which portray Judas Iscariot in a negative light will first be mentioned, (i.e. 
the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John); and the different accounts given on the issue 
at hand will be examined. The Gospel of Judas, which at times differs greatly from the 
other Gospels in its accounts of Julius Iscariot, will subsequently be brought into the dis-

                                                           
286  Numerous studies – both published before and after the discovery of the Judas Gospel – have examined 

this issue. One of the most well-known of these studies is the novel written by the English author Jeffery 
Archer. In his book, entitled “the Gospel According to Judas,” which he was inspired to write by the Gos-
pel of Judas, the author presents the events of this period through the eyes of a certain Benjamin Iscariot, 
who is in the book Judas’ son. 

 See http://www.jeffreyarcher.co.uk/gospel.htm (last viewed: 09.01.2009). 
287  There are basically three theories: The first claims that he was a murderer and that he treacherously be-

came an apostle with the express aim of killing Jesus Christ. The second theory holds that he was destined 
to kill Jesus Christ. According to the third theory, the betrayal of Judas was the culmination of a series of 
events which should be evaluated from a holistic point of view. See Cane, Anthony, the Place of Judas 
Iscariot in Christology, Ashgate Publishing, Surrey 2005, pp. 13, 59; Dawkins, Richard, the God Delu-
sion, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, Boston / New York 2006, pp. 252; Kerr, C. M., “Judas Iscariot”, Inter-
national Standard Bible Encyclopedia (ed. Orr, James), 1915. 

288  Kierkegaard, Soren (v. 1855), Journals and Papers (ed., tr. Howard V. Hong, Edna H. Hong), II. Volume, 
Indiana University Press, Bloomington 1970, pp. 512. 

289  Rees, T, “Betray; Betrayer; Deliver (up)”, the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia: A-D (ed. 
Geoffrey W. Bromiley), William B. Eerdmans Publishing, Wyoming 1995, pp. 480. 

290  The interpretations of the Bible have clearly demonstrated that this was the case. See McDonald, The Holy 
Book Interpretation, I, 162-163, 203, 298, 484, 530. 
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cussion. As a final step, Judas’ role in the crucifixion will be examined from the Islamic 
point of view, especially by making reference to some classical and more modern exegeses 
of the Qurʾān. 

1.1 Negative Attitudes towards Judas Iscariot before the Crucifixion Incident 

In a passage which can be found in the Gospels of Mark, Luke and John, but notably not in 
the Gospel of Matthew, Judas Iscariot is mentioned as being one of the disciples who were 
around Jesus Christ when the latter went to the mountains to give sermons; these Gospels 
also mention that Judas was the one who later betrayed Jesus Christ. Moreover, while it is 
still not fully clear whether the words found in these Gospels emanate directly from God291 
or if they instead consist of interpretations of God’s words by Mark, Luke, and John,292 the 
style of language employed suggests that these words are more likely the personal views of 
the aforementioned apostles which were written with exegetical aims. The passages con-
tained in the Gospel of John are especially striking in this respect.  

The Gospel of Barnabas documents Jesus Christ as having said similar things when 
giving a sermon in the mountains. According to the account of the story contained in the 
19th chapter, the apostles turned pale when Jesus told them that one of the twelve chosen 
apostles was in reality the devil. The story adds further that a person who was secretly 
writing down the words of Jesus asked Jesus whether he was the devil or not. Jesus subse-
quently turned to the person and said “Be not sore grieved, Barnabas; for those whom God 
hath chosen before the creation of the world shall not perish. Rejoice, for thy name is writ-
ten in the book of life.” In a passage in which Judas Iscariot is not mentioned as being one 
of the apostles, the apostles were reportedly comforted by Jesus’ words. In this passage, 
Jesus informs the disciples that the person who does not want his wellbeing is the one who 
is devoid of divine feelings.293  

1.2 Judas Iscariot’s behaviour in the house of Simon the Leper 

A passage found in the Gospel of John, but not in the Gospel of Matthew, chronicles an 
incident in which a woman spilled oil on Jesus Christ during the last meal when Jesus and 
the apostles were at the house of Simon the leper. Whilst the same incident is also reported 
in the Gospels of Matthew (26:6-13), Luke (7:36-50) and Mark (14:3-9), the Gospel of 
John is the only Canonical Gospel in which Judas was the person who expressed objec-
tions to what had happened.294 A careful examination of the lines in the Gospel of John 

                                                           
291  “[…] And Judas Iscariot, which also betrayed him: and they went into a house (Mark 3:19)”; “[…] and 

Judas Iscariot, which also was the traitor (Luke 6:16)”; “Jesus answered them, Have not I chosen you 
twelve, and one of you is a devil? He spoke of Judas Iscariot the son of Simon: for he it was that should 
betray him, being one of the twelve. ” (John 6: 70-71). 

292  See here footnote 28. 
293  As in Islamic thought, in contrast to Christianity, two categories are considered to exist in the Gospels – 

one of them referring to the words of Jesus and the other referring to the words of the apostles – the sec-
tions of the Gospels which describe Judas Iscariot as a betrayer may not represent the views of God, but 
instead the personal interpretations of the other apostles. 

294  “Then Jesus six days before the Passover came to Bethany, where Lazarus was which had been dead, 
whom he raised from the dead. There they made him a supper; and Martha served: But Lazarus was one 
of them that sat at the table with him. Then took Mary a pound of ointment of spikenard, very costly, and 
anointed the feet of Jesus, and wiped his feet with her hair: and the house was filled with the odour of the 
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describing Judas Iscariot as the betrayer reveals the personal style of writing employed in 
these lines. 

The same incident is documented at length in chapter 205 of the Gospel of Barnabas, 
and the scene provides interesting clues as to what may have happened. This account de-
scribes how Mary, the sister of Lazarus, enters the house and opens the ointment vessel. 
She then pours ointment over the head and garment of Jesus. Judas, the betrayer, who 
witnesses the event, tries to prevent Mary from doing this and tells her to sell the ointment 
and to bring the money to him. Judas tells Christ that he could provide food for many hun-
gry people by giving out a sum of 30 cents (or dinars). Jesus answers him: “O Judas, I 
know your heart; have patience, therefore, and I will give you all.” Jesus Christ subse-
quently has a meal with his apostles at this house. The apostles are very worried since they 
are aware that Jesus Christ will leave them. Judas Iscariot is described as being very angry 
in these passages. This is because he had planned to steal 30 dinars – a tenth of the 300 
dinars he had received from the sale of the ointment, and had now been thwarted by the 
words of Christ. Going angrily to the high priests, Iscariot asks them what they will give 
him if he hands them Jesus Christ. They say that they will give him 30 dinars. Accepting 
this money, Judas tells them that he will hand Christ over to them somewhere outside the 
city so as to avoid causing any havoc in the city itself.  

1.3 The sale of Jesus Christ to the high priests by Judas Iscariot  

The first passages describing this episode can be found in the 26th chapter of the Gospel of 
Matthew. The passage which chronicles the sale of Jesus Christ to the high priests by Judas 
Iscariot reads as follows:  

“Then one of the twelve, called Judas Iscariot, went unto the chief priests and 
said unto them, What will ye give me, and I will deliver him unto you? And 
they covenanted with him for thirty pieces of silver. And from that time he 
sought opportunity to betray him” (Matthew 26:14-16). 

The same can be found in sections of the Gospel of Mark, although this Gospel does 
not provide any information about the price that has been agreed upon. Moreover, the 
Gospel of Mark, in a style reminiscent of a personal narrative, reports that the main reason 
why Judas Iscariot wanted to go was in order “to betray him unto them.” However, in the 
Gospel of Matthew, it is stated clearly that Judas had treachery in mind when he went to 
the high priests (Mark 14:10-11). The Gospel of Luke, in contrast to the two previously 
mentioned Gospels, stresses that high priests had already made various attempts to kill 
Jesus Christ. This Gospel and the Gospel of John also report that the devil tempted Judas 
by misleading him (Luke 22:3; John 13:2). In addition, the Gospel of Luke describes a 
period of bargaining as having taken place between Judas and high priests; however, the 
amount of money involved is not specified (Luke 22:1-6).  

                                                                                                                                                   

ointment. Then saith one of his disciples, Judas Iscariot, Simon's son, which should betray him. Why was 
not this ointment sold for three hundred pence, and given to the poor? This he said, not that he cared for 
the poor; but because he was a thief, and had the bag, and bare what was put therein. Then said Jesus, Let 
her alone: against the day of my burying hath she kept this. For the poor always ye have with you; but me 
ye have not always” (John 12:1-8). 



Fethi Ahmet Polat: Judas Iscariot in the Gospels and the islamic Tradition of Interpretation 

63 HIKMA 

1.4 The events which took place during the Passover Meal 

The Gospel of Matthew recalls Jesus as having revealed the betrayal of Judas during the 
Passover meal.295 The Gospel of Mark also discusses the events which took place during 
the Passover Meal and Jesus Christ’s words that he will be betrayed by an apostle. Howev-
er, Jesus Christ does not mention a name in this Gospel, and instead limits himself saying 
that just one of the 12 disciples will betray him (Mark 14:17-21). A similar statement is 
found in Luke 22:21-23. 

The Gospel of Luke describes the events pertaining to Judas during the Passover 
meal in slightly more detail. This Gospel documents Jesus as implying that he will be be-
trayed, most notably with the following words: “Yea, mine own familiar friend, in whom I 
trusted, which did eat of my bread, hath lifted up his heel against me” (Psalms 41:9). 
When questioned by the apostles, Jesus reveals that the betrayer is the one to whom he will 
give a morsel, which he subsequently gives to Judas Iscariot. The Gospel of John describes 
Judas as having fallen under the control of the devil in the very moment in which he placed 
the morsel into his mouth. Judas’ betrayal thus begins after this morsel has entered his 
mouth. Jesus Christ says again, “Friend, wherefore art thou come? [Do what you are sup-
posed to!]” At this point Judas immediately leaves the room. The other apostles do not 
understand what Judas is meant to do. They think that he has been instructed to buy the 
food required for the feast or needed to be given to the poor (John 18:30). An analysis of 
this passage reveals that some unclear issues exist about Judas in the Bible, especially 
given the fact that Judas is surprised by the situation he finds himself in and does not hesi-
tate to obey Jesus’ orders when the latter asks him to do something. As a matter of fact, 
some scholars who defend that the events narrated in the Gospel of Judas do not contradict 
their views on the events previously documented claim that Jesus’ words, “Friend, where-
fore art thou come? [Do that which you must do!]” help to clarify the issue.296 

The Gospel of Barnabas documents the betrayal of Jesus in a different fashion to that 
contained in the other Gospels. According to this Gospel, Jesus stresses in a scene prior to 
the Passover meal (212th chapter) that the Bible will be distorted and that he will be ac-
cepted as the son of God. In this chapter of the aforementioned Gospel, Jesus implores 
God to send the prophet for whom he has created the whole world. While the people 
present at the gathering join in this prayer, Judas does not; because he does not believe in 
“anything”. During this meal Jesus, who had previously been presented with a lamb, turns 
to Judas and says (213th chapter); “Friend, wherefore do you tarry? My time is near, whe-
refore go and do that which you must do!” Thus according to Barnabas, whilst the apostles 
are convinced that Jesus is sending Judas to the bazaar to buy something, “Jesus knew that 

                                                           
295  “Now when the even was come, he sat down with the twelve. And as they did eat, he said, Verily I say unto 

you, that one of you shall betray me. And they were exceeding sorrowful, and began every one of them to 
say unto him, Lord, is it I? And he answered and said, He that dippeth his hand with me in the dish, the 
same shall betray me. The Son of man goeth as it is written of him: but woe unto that man by whom the 
Son of man is betrayed! It had been good for that man if he had not been born. Then Judas, which be-
trayed him, answered and said, Master, is it I? He said unto him, Thou hast said” (Matthew 26: 20-25). 

296  See http://www.aprildeconick.com/gospelofjudas.html (last viewed: 10.02.2009). Some scholars stress the 
Iscariot case shows that Jesus Christ had appointed Judas in order that he might be able to save humanity 
by dying on the cross. See for example “The Three Interpretations of Judas” by Borges, Jorge Luis (v. 
1986), Collected Fictions (Andrew Hurley), Allan Lane, London 1998, pp. 166. 
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Judas would betray him; therefore, he spoke in this manner with the desire to leave from 
this world.” Christ thus deliberately sends Judas to the high priests.297  

Jesus Christ allows Judas, who wants to have a meal with him, to stay and subse-
quently washes the feet of the apostles. He washes Judas’ feet first. When he has finished 
washing, he says that while the apostles’ feet are now clean, somebody among them will 
betray him, thereby implying that he (the person who will betray him) is not clean. Jesus 
Christ then says that he will be sold as a sheep in the following passage: “Truly I say to 
you, that one of you shall betray me, insomuch that I shall be sold like a sheep; but woe to 
him, for he shall fulfill all that our father David said of such an one, that he shall fall into 
the pit which he had prepared for others.” When the Apostles ask Jesus to reveal the iden-
tity of the betrayer, Jesus says that he has already told them (probably with the above-cited 
words); however, the eleven apostles do not hear his words. After the meal, Judas leaves 
the house with the devil on his back. Jesus again says, “Do that which you must do!”  

According to the 214th chapter of the Gospel of Barnabas, Judas subsequently goes to 
the high priests and tells them that Jesus Christ is with his eleven apostles. When the head 
seer asks him how much he wants for Jesus Christ, Judas states that he wants 30 gold coins 
(in some translations, the gold coins are mentioned as being dinars or silver coins). The 
high priest immediately gives him the money, and sends a Pharisee to the governor to fetch 
soldiers. As the authorities fear the people, the governor sends a legion of soldiers. The 
soldiers subsequently take up their arms, and with torches and lanterns upon staves leave 
Jerusalem with the aim of arresting Jesus Christ. 

1.5 The Capture of Jesus Christ 

The Gospel of Matthew refers to Judas Iscariot for a third time when detailing the capture 
of Jesus Christ. This event is described in this Gospel in the following way:  

“And while he yet spake, lo, Judas, one of the twelve, came, and with him a 
great multitude with swords and staves, from the chief priests and elders of the 
people. Now he that betrayed him gave them a sign, saying whomsoever I shall 
kiss, that same is he: hold him fast. And forthwith he came to Jesus, and said, 
Hail, master; and kissed him. And Jesus said unto him, Friend, wherefore art 
thou come? Then came they, and laid hands on Jesus, and took him” (Matthew 
26:47-50). 

This event is also recounted in the Gospel of Mark (Mark 14:43–46). However, the 
following words of Jesus Christ cannot be found in Mark: “And Jesus said unto him, 
Friend, wherefore art thou come? [Do that which you must do!]. This statement is ex-
tremely useful in determining the true role of played by Judas, because if he is not a real 
traitor, these words can be interpreted as being a warning to him to not hesitate to do the 
carry out the duty with which he had been entrusted. Following this warning, Judas did his 
duty and showed the crowd who Jesus was. The Gospel of Luke documents that Judas 
wanted to kiss Jesus Christ and Jesus told him “Jesus said unto him, Judas, betrayest thou 

                                                           
297  Christian theology has produced numerous works detailing Judas’ willingness to experience all the things 

from which the Messiah suffered. See Jeremias, Joachim, New Testament Theology: the Proclamation of 
Jesus, Macmillan Publishing Company, New York 1988, pp. 299. 
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the Son of man with a kiss?” (Luke 22:47-48). John provides a lengthier description of this 
event. However, in John, the people who have come to capture Jesus Christ are unable to 
recognize him, even though Judas is with them. The Gospel does not divulge whether this 
was because it was dark (as they arrived at night) or because Jesus Christ had performed a 
miracle in order to hide himself. These lines are strikingly similar to the interpretations of 
these events contained in traditional Islamic sources, which document that somebody other 
than Jesus Christ was crucified. John describes these occurrences in the following fashion: 

“When Jesus had spoken these words, he went forth with his disciples over the 
brook Cedron, where was a garden, into the which he entered, and his disciples. 
And Judas also, which betrayed him, knew the place: for Jesus ofttimes re-
sorted thither with his disciples. Judas then, having received a band of men and 
officers from the chief priests and Pharisees, cometh thither with lanterns and 
torches and weapons. Jesus therefore, knowing all things that should come 
upon him, went forth, and said unto them, Whom seek ye? They answered him, 
Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus saith unto them, I am he. And Judas also, which be-
trayed him, stood with them. As soon then as he had said unto them, I am he, 
they went backward, and fell to the ground. Then asked he them again, Whom 
seek ye? And they said, Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus answered, I have told you that 
I am he: if therefore ye seek me, let these go their way: That the saying might 
be fulfilled, which he spake of them which ‘thou gavest me have I lost none.’ ” 
(John 18:1-9).298 

According to the Gospel of Barnabas (Chapter 215 and 216), when Judas and the 
soldiers came near to the place where Jesus was, the latter, on hearing large numbers of 
people approaching, withdrew in fear into the house, where the eleven other apostles were 
sleeping. Then God, seeing that his servants were in danger, commanded Gabriel, Michael, 
Rafael, and Uriel, his ministers, to take Jesus out of the world. The holy angels came and 
took Jesus out by the window that looks toward the South. They carried him and placed 
him in the third heaven in the company of angels blessing God for evermore. At exactly 
the same moment, Judas Iscariot left the crowd and ran back to the room in which Jesus 
Christ had previously been. Barnabas recounts this event:  

“Judas entered impetuously before all into the chamber whence Jesus had been 
taken up. And the disciples were sleeping. Whereupon the wonderful God acted 
wonderfully, insomuch that Judas was so changed in speech and in face to be 
like Jesus that we believed him to be Jesus. And he, having awakened us, was 
seeking where the Master was. Whereupon we marvelled, and answered: ‘You, 
Lord, are our master; have you now forgotten us?’ And he, smiling, said: ‘Now 
are you foolish, that know not me to be Judas Iscariot!’ And as he was saying 

this the soldiery entered, and laid their hands upon Judas, because he was in 
every way like to Jesus. We having heard Judas’ saying, and seeing the multi-
tude of soldiers, fled as beside ourselves. And John, who was wrapped in a li-

                                                           
298  This passage, which is different from the synoptic Gospels, reveals that Jesus will not lose those who 

believe in him. This is confirmed in another utterance – possibly contained in John 6: 37. 
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nen cloth, awoke and fled, and when a soldier seized him by the linen cloth he 
left the linen cloth and fled naked. For God heard the prayer of Jesus, and saved 
the eleven from evil.” 

This is the first part of the text in which any mention is made of Judas being made to 
resemble Jesus. Thus in the Gospel of Barnabas, in contrast to the other descriptions con-
tained in other Gospels, the crowd recognises Jesus Christ, (or Judas, in the form of Jesus 
Christ). Judas thus cannot be regarded to have betrayed Jesus by kissing him. According to 
Barnabas, Judas Iscariot’s betrayal consists in merely revealing the place where Jesus 
Christ secretly met his apostles.  

The events described in chapter 217 of the Gospel of Barnabas are tragic in the ex-
treme. Judas Iscariot, who people generally regard as being Jesus Christ, is badly tortured. 
He constantly insists that he is Judas Iscariot but nobody believes him. While the Gospel of 
Barnabas recounts these events, this Gospel also states somewhat surprisingly that the 
apostles had told the author (i.e. Barnabas) what had been done to Judas. However, the 
following lines of the Gospel state that Judas, who was at the time being tortured, was 
accepted as Jesus Christ by his virgin mother Mary, the other disciples and even by him-
self.  

1.6 The Submission of Jesus Christ to the Roman Ruler 

The punishment that Jesus Christ received from the Roman authorities is mentioned in all 
versions of the Gospels in order to indicate that Jesus led a political opposition movement. 
The possibility that political considerations influenced the reporting of this event must 
therefore be taken into account. The Gospel of Matthew mentions Judas for the final time 
in the episode in which Jesus Christ is submitted to Pilate the governor by the high priests. 
The Gospel of Matthew indeed contains the most heartbreaking description of this event: 

“Then Judas, who had betrayed him, when he saw that he was condemned, re-
pented himself, and brought again the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests 
and elders, saying, I have sinned in that I have betrayed the innocent blood. 
And they said: What is that to us? See thou to that. And he cast down the pieces 
of silver in the temple, and departed, and went and hanged himself” (Matthew 
27:3-5).  

In addition, the Gospel of Matthew states that this event was in fact a miraculous re-
alisation of an episode mentioned in a passage in the Old Testament,299 however, this ap-
pears to be merely Matthew’s personal interpretation of the events (Matthew 27:9-10). 
Chapter 15 of the Gospel of Mark makes no mention – not even implicitly – of these 
events. If the account of events provided in the Gospel of Matthew is accepted, the betray-
al of Judas becomes very obvious and clear, as in this version of events he is not in collu-
sion with Jesus Christ. The fact that the fate of Judas is not touched upon in any part of the 
Gospel demonstrates that the author of the Gospel continued to have some doubts about 

                                                           
299  “And I said unto them, if ye think good, give me my price; and if not, forbear. So they weighed for my price 

thirty pieces of silver. And the LORD said unto me, Cast it unto the potter: a goodly price that I was prised 
at of them. And I took the thirty pieces of silver, and cast them to the potter in the house of the LORD” 
(Zechariah 11: 12–13). 
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the apostle’s real role in the previously documented events. In this context, the fact that the 
name of Judas is not mentioned in the chapter of the Gospel of Luke dealing with these 
events is revealing. In this Gospel (the Gospel of Luke), Jesus Christ answers just one 
question, that concerning whether or not he was a king, and subsequently holds his silence. 
However, while the Gospel of Luke thus reports Jesus as saying very little, an important 
part of the Gospel of John consists of Jesus Christ’s discourse with the governor. In con-
trast to what is narrated in the first three Gospels, the Gospel of John reports Jesus Christ 
as saying: “He that delivered me unto thee hath the greater sin” (John 19:11). Whilst 
John’s Gospel contains some hints that Jesus Christ implied Judas with these words, no 
statements of this nature can be found in the Gospel. 

According the Gospel of Barnabas, Pilate wanted to save Jesus’ life by giving him 
small punishments such as whippings. The same Gospel also reveals God did not take 
Jesus’ life on the cross because He reserved the cross for people who deceived other 
people. The priests who saw that the whipping had not resulted in Jesus’ deceived the 
governor by giving him money. Judas Iscariot and two thieves are sentenced to death by 
crucifixion. These passages of the Gospel of Barnabas report that Judas Iscariot’s appear-
ance is identical to that of Jesus. Indeed, Barnabas adds that the similarity between Judas 
and Jesus Christ is so great that some of Jesus’ believers abandoned their religion follow-
ing Judas’ death. This was because they were convinced that Jesus Christ, who had pre-
viously told them that he would not die until the end of the world, had died on the crucifix. 
Therefore, Jesus Christ’s believers had to believe that the person on the cross was not Je-
sus, as the words uttered by Jesus would otherwise have been a lie. Barnabas even goes on 
to add that Judas, who died on the cross, was carried to the grave and buried by Jesus’ 
disciples, who believed that he was Jesus. In addition, the Gospel recounts that some of 
Jesus’ disciples spread the rumor that the corpse that they engraved had returned to life. 
Upon hearing this rumor, the chief predictor announced that he would punish those who 
lied about Jesus’ resurrection, a decision that resulted in many believers being tortured. 
Barnabas explained the situation to the Virgin Mary and she set off together with Jacob, 
John and Barnabas to Jerusalem to find Jesus.  

In chapter 220 of the Gospel of Barnabas, it is reported that the real Jesus came to 
visit the apostles with angels following the crucifixion. He explains that Judas was cruci-
fied in order to prevent the people from abusing and demeaning Jesus. He further adds that 
people will not understand this event until the arrival of Muḥammad.300 

                                                           
300  “Jesus answered: 'Believe me, Barnabas, that every sin, however small it be, God punishes with great 

punishment, seeing that God is offended at sin. Wherefore, since my mother and my faithful disciples that 
were with me loved me a little with earthly love, the righteous God has willed to punish this love with the 
present grief, in order that it may not be punished in the flames of hell. And though I have been innocent in 
the world, since men have called me 'God,' and 'Son of God,' God, in order that I be not mocked of the 
demons on the day of judgment, has willed that I be mocked of men in this world by the death of Judas, 
making all men to believe that I died upon the cross. And this mocking shall continue until the advent of 
Muhammad; the Messenger of God, who, when he shall come, shall reveal this deception to those who be-
lieve in God's Law.” 
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1.7 The Death of Judas Iscariot  

The accounts dealing with the death of Jesus in the Canonical Gospels all agree that Jesus 
was killed by crucifixion, i.e., that Judas was not crucified in his place. According to Ma-
thew, Judas regretted what he had done and returned the 30 silver coins, which he had 
previously accepted as a bribe, to the predictors. When they rejected the coins, he cast 
down the pieces of silver in the temple and departed. He subsequently went into the temple 
and hung himself. The chief priests accepted the money which Judas had cast down in the 
temple and used it to buy a piece of land, with the aim of creating a graveyard for stran-
gers. This graveyard is called ‘the Field of Blood’ for this reason (Mathew 27:3-11). 

In the Gospel of Luke in the Psalms, the apostle Peter is quoted as saying that Judas 
Iscariot bought the land that would later become known as the ‘Field of Blood’. In this 
version of events, Judas accidentally falls in the blood land and dies as a result. Peter states 
that Judas banged his head on a rock in this land and died with all his inner organs re-
moved, an incident which had been previously foretold by David. When people from Jeru-
salem heard about the death of Judas and the circumstances surrounding his death, they 
labeled the land ‘the Field of Blood.’ (The Psalms 1:15-19). 

These differing accounts of the death of Judas indicate that the chaos that followed 
the death of Jesus Christ in the Christian world was not limited to the issue of crucifixion. 
In addition, they indicate that the role played by other people who were to a greater or 
lesser extent involved in these events is also shrouded in mist. The death of Judas Iscariot 
has occupied Christians to such an extent that countless books and articles have been writ-
ten on the subject.301  

2 The role of Judas Iscariot according to the Gospel of Judas  

The role ascribed to Judas Iscariot in Gospel of Judas, of which only a few copies have 
survived until the present day, differs considerably from the accounts given of Judas in the 
Canonical Gospels and the Gospel of Barnabas. The common thread running through the 
accounts found in the Canonical Gospels and the Gospel of Barnabas is that Judas Iscariot 
is a betrayer. What distinguishes Barnabas from the other Canonical Gospels is that Barna-
bas describes the person crucified as not being Jesus, but Judas Iscariot. A critical exami-
nation of some of the pages of these Gospels reveals that Judas Iscariot’s role in the events 
surrounding the crucifixion has never been satisfactorily established.  

The beginning of the Gospel of Judas alludes to a conversation between Jesus Christ 
and Judas Iscariot (and at times with his other apostles) which took place three days before 
the Prayer of Thanksgiving or the Eucharist. When conversing with the apostles, Jesus 
Christ behaves differently towards Judas Iscariot, whom he regards as being the apostle 
most likely to reach God’s kingdom, than towards the other apostles. In these conversations, 
Jesus Christ reveals the world’s future and answers questions posed by Judas Iscariot and 
the other apostles. What is interesting is that Jesus Christ appears in the form of a child 
figure during these conversations. The apostles ask Jesus Christ during the Prayer of 
Thanksgiving why the son of God is laughing at them. Jesus Christ responds that he is not 

                                                           
301  Harran, Marilyn J., “Suicide”, the Encyclopedie of Religion (ed. Mircea Eliade), I-XV, Macmillan Pub-

lishing Company, New York – Collier Macmillan Publishing, London 1987, XIV, 127-128. 
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laughing at them but that he believes that they are only doing their prayers reluctantly. He 
answers the apostles, who address him as the son of God, in the following fashion: “They 
said, “Master, you are […] the son of our god. Jesus said to them, “How do you know me? 

Truly [I] say to you, no generation of the people that are among you will know me.” These 
declarations indicate a mysterious chain at the very beginning of the Gospel of Judas. Jesus 
Christ’s declarations anger the apostles; they think negatively about him. When Jesus 
Christ realises the extent to which these remarks have affected the apostles, he asks them 
whether somebody among them is strong enough. They all believe that they are strong 
enough. However, no one has the courage to say this. The only exception is Judas Iscariot. 
He says that, while he knows who is Jesus Christ and where he has come from (the 
Immortal Realm of Barbelo), he does not think that he deserves to enunciate his name. 
This is the first indication that the Gospel of Judas is in a much better condition than the 
Gospels of the other apostles.302  

What is told in the following passage progresses ties in well with the previously men-
tioned conversation: “Knowing that Judas was reflecting upon something that was exalted, 
Jesus said to him: ‘Step away from the others and I shall tell you the mysteries of the king-
dom. It is possible for you to reach it, but you will grieve a great deal. For someone else 
will replace you, in order that the twelve [disciples] may again come to completion with 
their god.’ Judas said to him: ‘When will you tell me these things, and [when] will the 
great day of light dawn for the generation?’ But when he said this, Jesus left him.” The 
following passages describe Jesus as going to the Holy Generation. Judas asks the apostles 
some questions about the Holy Generation and the generation of humanity and gets an-
swers. Judas states that he saw two things in one of his dreams: firstly twelve apostles 
torturing him by stoning and [severely] persecuting him, and secondly, a large house 
around which the Holy Generation were walking. He adds that he would like Jesus Christ 
to take him to a great [house with a large] altar, behind which these priests, who were also 
saints, stood. Jesus Christ implies that no mortal can go to this altar. On hearing this, Judas 
becomes stubborn on the issue. Judas renews his request to be one of these priests, despite 
Jesus Christ addressing him with the following words: “Judas, your star has led you 
astray.” 

In a passage from which several pages have been lost, Jesus Christ says that it will 
pain Judas to see the Kingdom and its generation: “But that you will grieve much when you 
see the kingdom and all its generation.” He suggests that as Judas is the thirteenth, other 
generations will hate him. When he hears these words, Judas feels happy rather than sad 
about what will happen to him, as Jesus has consciously distinguished him from the other 
apostles. 

The following passages document a number of conversations between Judas and Je-
sus Christ on the subject of cosmology. The final sections of the Gospel refer to people 
who have been christened and to Judas’s so-called betrayal. While an important section of 
the story is lost here, some pages of the Gospel have however been recovered which de-

                                                           
302  Early Christian literature contains several indicators pointing to the superiority of Iscariot over the other 

apostles. For example, the Dictionnaire des Religions, one of the most well-known and respected sources, 
contains a certain amount of information on this issue. See: Allison, Dale C., “Jesus”, Encyclopedie of Re-
ligion (ed. Lindsay Jones), I-XIV, Thomson and Gale, Washington 2005, VII, 4848. Even the Canonical 
Gospels contain passages depicting Judas Iscariot as being superior to the other apostles.  
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scribe Jesus Christ as uttering that Judas was going beyond those who have been baptized 
in His name. Jesus explains these views in the following fashion: “For you will sacrifice 
the man that clothes me!”  

The scene in which Judas betrays Jesus Christ is described in the following fashion: 
”Their high priests murmured because [he] had gone into the guest room for his prayer. 
But some scribes were there watching carefully in order to arrest him during the prayer, for 
they were afraid of the people, since he was regarded by all as a prophet. They approached 
Judas and said to him: ‘What are you doing here? You are Jesus’ disciple.’ Judas answered 

them as they wished. And he received some money and handed him over to them.” 
While these lines only briefly touch on the betrayal of Jesus Christ, it is however 

clear that Judas actually does what Christ wants. Therefore, Judas is actually Jesus Christ’s 

most devoted and favorite apostle. 
As Mahmut Aydin has indicated, the Judas Gospel does not provide any information 

about Jesus Christ’s crucifixion. However, the absence of information in the Judas Gospel 
directly describing the crucifixion does not meant that this Gospel denies the crucifixion of 
Jesus Christ, as Jesus Christ talked about a ‘victim’ when previously conversing with Ju-
das.303 

3 Judas Iscariot in the Islamic Tradition of Interpretation  

The issue of exactly why the Qurʾān is unable to clarify whether Judas is a betrayer loses 
importance when the language used in the sacred text is considered. The Qurʾān, while 
mentioning historical events, is written in such a way that it does not focus on time, loca-
tion or characters. Likewise, what is important for the Qurʾān is that Jesus Christ was not 
crucified and that he was not granted immortality.304 The other factors are regarded as 
mere details and possess comparatively little importance. People’s identities, the period in 
which they live or their place of residence are discussed in the Qurʾān if they are regarded 
as being indispensable for the message which it is trying to convey. However, Judas Isca-
riot’s role in the crucifixion issue is not considered important, and there is consequently no 
need for it to be mentioned.  

The remaining parts of this article will deal with written accounts; however, the re-
liability of these texts will only be examined in a few cases. This is not because the author 
believes that a criticism of the reliability of the texts is not worthy of scholarly attention. A 
thorough investigation into the reliability of the texts cited in the next few pages has in-
stead been omitted for time and space reasons and because the main aim of this article is to 
critically analyse texts. In order to ascertain the role of Judas Iscariot in events surrounding 
the crucifixion, it is important to examine different accounts on this subject (i.e. on the role 
of Judas). When looked at from this perspective, it becomes clear both accounts agreeing 
with the Canonical Gospels and accounts contradicting them must be examined. 

                                                           
303  Aydin, Mahmut, “Yahuda Iskaryot Bir Hain mi? [Is Judas Iscariot a betrayer?]”, pp. 21. 
304  See Qurʾān 4:57. 
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3.1 Arguments about the role played by Jesus Christ’s in the ‘resemblance case’  

3.1.1 Reports suggesting that Jesus Christ wanted to be resembled  

One of the exegeses containing the most extensive knowledge about Christianity is the 
work by al-Ṭabarī. However, information provided by the narrations of al-Ṭabarī (referred 
to in the next pages merely as al-Ṭabarī) about Judas Iscariot often matches the informa-
tion which we obtain from the Gospels, and differences which are encountered do not 
warrant a great deal of attention. The accounts in al-Ṭabarī’s work are quite important for 
both this reason and for the specific information which they contain on the “Ahl al-Kitāb: 
People of the Book”305 who lived during the lifetime of Muḥammad. al-Ṭabarī gives the 
most plausible account of the crucifixion: “On the contrary, Jesus Christ himself has asked 
the ones in the home who would accept to be likened to him. A volunteer has been chosen 
among them and that moment he has been likened to Jesus Christ. This apostle has been 
murdered and Jesus Christ has risen to heaven.”306 al-Ṭabarī cited a number of different 
narrators in order to strengthen his views. These can be divided into various different cate-
gories (below). The accounts were passed down from the first person in each of the lists to 
the last (i.e. in the first example, from Bišr b. Muʿāḏ via Muʿāḏ, Yazīd and Saʿīd to 
Qatāda). 

- Bišr b. Muʿāḏ, Yazīd, Saʿīd, Qatāda, 
- al-Ḥasan b. Yaḥyā, ʿAbd al-Razzāq, Maʿmar, Qatāda, 
- Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusain, Aḥmad b. al-Mufaḍḍal, Asbāṭ, al-Suddī, 
- al-Muṯannā, Abū Huḏaifa, Šibl, Ibn Abī Naǧīh, al-Qāsim b. Abī Bazzah, 
- Ibn Ḥumaid, Salāma, Ibn Isḥāq, 
- al-Qāsim, al-Ḥusain, Ḥaǧǧāǧ, Ibn Ǧuraiǧ, 
- Muḥammad b. ʿAmr, Abū ʿĀṣim, ʿIsā, Ibn Abī Naǧīh, Muǧāhid, 
- al-Muṯannā, Abū Huḏaifa, Šibl, Ibn Abī Naǧīh, Muǧāhid. 
The views expressed by al-Ṭabarī thus have their roots in the accounts passed down 

by the cited authors. 
Qatāda reports that Jesus Christ turned to the apostles and asked for one of them to 

take on his appearance and thus ‘replace’ him, as God had previously instructed him to do. 
Jesus Christ also informs them that the person who wants to take his place will be killed. 
One of the apostles agrees to take Jesus’ place and is subsequently killed. Jesus Christ 
ascends to heaven. In Qatāda’s other account, Jesus Christ says that the person who takes 
his place will go to heaven.  

                                                           
305  In Islamic thought, people adhering to faiths which have divine books, such as Jews, Christians, and 

Zoroastrians (i.e., the Torah, the Gospel, and the Avesta), are distinguished from people whose religions 
are not based on divine revelations.) 

306  al-Ṭabarī, Abū Ǧaʿfar Muḥammad Ibn Ǧarīr, (310/923), Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān fī Taʾwīli Āy al-Qurʾān, I-XXI, 
Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, Beirut 1992, IV, 352. The concept of Jesus Christ’s ascension to heaven is one 
that has been chiefly created by Christian culture. These narrations are described in our books by Isrāili-
yāt. There is no dogma surrounding Jesus’ ascension to heaven in the Qurʾān. The Qurʾān details merely 
Jesus Christ’s revelation to God. Thus, in a similar way in which Islamic religion tradition contains infor-
mation about God being found in a place and mortals going to this place, numerous accounts on Jesus 
Christ’s revelation can be found in the Islamic Holy Book. The author thus believes the story is worth-
while telling, if only for this reason. 
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In an account that has been passed down from al-Suddī, Jesus Christ is surrounded by 
nineteen people in the house. Jesus Christ asks which apostle will take his place and re-
veals that the person who represents him will be killed and then taken to heaven. The apos-
tle who agrees to represent Jesus is made to resemble Jesus Christ, and Jesus ascends to 
heaven. When they leave the house, the Jews see that the group consists of nineteen people 
in total. The apostles say that Jesus Christ ascended to heaven. The Jews count the apostles 
and realise that one of them is missing; however, they take the one who looks like Jesus 
Christ and crucify him. This account of events indicates that the Jews were in reality un-
sure about which person was Jesus Christ.  

In the account that has been passed down from al-Qāsim b. Abī Bazzah, Jesus Christ 
asks whether somebody is willing to take his place, one of the apostles accepts and agrees 
to take his place and the Jews subsequently kill this man.  

In the account which emanates from the pen of Ibn Isḥāq, a Jewish King called David 
is sent to kill Jesus Christ. When Jesus Christ learns that they have decided to kill him, he 
becomes much more afraid of death than any other mortal would be and prays: “My God, if 
you turn this bowl (death) from one of your mortals, then turn from me!” According to this 
account, the terrifying nature of this event causes blood to seep from Jesus Christ’s body. 
When the Jews come in to kill him and his apostles – given as thirteen people in total in-
cluding Jesus – Jesus Christ turns to his twelve apostles in the fashion previously docu-
mented. Ibn Isḥāq, who reported on this incident, recalls that Judas Iscariot was also one of 
these apostles, however, he does not state who betrayed Jesus Christ. 

Another narration reported on by Ibn Isḥāq mentions thirteen people excluding Jesus 
Christ. Ibn Isḥāq claims to have been informed that the thirteenth person present was Ser-
gius. He also reports that the Christians did not accept Sergius as an apostle, as he was the 
one who betrayed Jesus Christ, was made to resemble Jesus Christ and was subsequently 
crucified. 

A third report, which al-Ṭabarī takes from Ibn Isḥāq, was written by a Christian who 
later converted to Islam. According to this report, Jesus Christ, upon hearing that he was 
going to be summoned to heaven, asked who would be willing to take his place. This ac-
count also records that Sergius volunteered to take Jesus’ place, and was subsequently 
crucified. However, this account of events differs from the report previously mentioned, as 
according to this report the Jews were aware of the number of the people who were with 
Jesus Christ, and saw that one was missing when entering the house. The Jews, who had 
never seen Jesus Christ, made a deal with Judas Iscariot for the latter to betray Jesus Christ 
in return for 30 dirhams. Judas told them that the person he would kiss would be Jesus. 
When the Jews entered the house, Jesus Christ was summoned. Judas subsequently kissed 
Sergius, who resembled Jesus Christ, and the latter was captured and crucified. Judas, who 
repented of what he had done after the event, later committed suicide. Although he was an 
apostle, Christians now consider him a traitor. Having reproduced these three differing 
accounts of the events surrounding the ‘crucifixion incident,’ Ibn Isḥāq adds that Allah is 
the one who truly knows what took place.307 

In the narration contained in al-Ṭabarī which was passed down to the former from 
Ibn Ǧuraiǧ, Jesus Christ himself was the one who approached the apostles and asked 

                                                           
307  al-Ṭabarī, Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān, IV, 353. 
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whether one of them would be prepared to take his place. According to this account, Jesus 
Christ told his apostles that the one who resembled him would be killed. One of the apos-
tles agreed to resemble Jesus; this apostle later was killed by the Jews. This account of 
events does not give the name of the apostle who agreed to take Jesus’ place.308 al-Ṭabarī, 
who mentions these accounts of events in this section of his annals, is himself more con-
vinced by another interpretation of events.  

Muǧāhid provides only a brief account of the events under consideration. He reports 
that, whilst the Jews killed a man who resembled Jesus Christ, the Prophet Jesus Christ did 
not himself die and was taken up to the heavens to Allah.309  

Al-Zamaḫšarī, al-Baiḍāwī, al-Nasafī and Ibn Ǧuzayy also wrote accounts chronicling 
that Jesus Christ asked if somebody would be willing to take on his appearance and hence 
‘replace him.’ According to these accounts, Jesus also stated that the person who chose to 
resemble him would be killed and be his fellow in the heavens.310 

3.1.2 The Narrations reporting that Jesus Christ did not request that anybody resemble him 

A group of reports cited by al-Ṭabarī emphasize that Jesus Christ did not ask anybody to 
resemble him. al-Ṭabarī, citing the work of Ahl al-Trawl, reports that when the Jews be-
sieged Jesus Christ and those people with him, they were unable to identify Jesus Christ, as 
all those present in the house – there is disagreement about the number of people present 
there at the time – resembled Jesus Christ. The people who wanted to kill Jesus Christ 
thought one of the apostles was Jesus Christ, but in reality, this was not the case. One of 
the people who were with Jesus Christ, probably the one who resembled Jesus most, went 
out; the Jews killed this man thinking that he was Jesus. 

None of the reports that include this information mentions a traitor, and interestingly, 
the person who narrated the final events was Wahb Ibn Munabbih.311 Wahb, whose father 
was Persian, is one of the people who had contact with the companions of the Prophet 
Muḥammad. In addition, he was a Jewish scholar who later converted to Islam. He is 
known as “Yemen” since he came from Iran via Yemen. Sources also report that he worked 
as a Muslim judge in Yemen.312 In the same way as he made direct reference to many 
scholars, many others also referred to his work. For example, his works are cited in distin-
guished habit books including Buḫārī and Muslim. The most significant charge brought 
against him is that he had no faith, but the same sources also report that he later repented 

                                                           
308  Ebd. 
309  Ebd. 354.  
310  al-Zamaḫšharī, Abū al-Qāsim Maḥmūd b. ʿUmar (538/1144), al-Kaššāf ʿan Ḥaqāʾiqi Ġawāmiḏ al-Tanzīl 

wa ʿUyūn al-Aqāwīl fī Wuǧūh al-Taʾwīl (ed. ʿĀdil Aḥmad ʿAbd al-Mawǧūd, ʿAlī Muḥammad Muʿawwiḍ), 
I-VI, Maktabat al-ʿUbaykān, Riyadh 1999, II, 175; al-Qāḍī al-Baiḍāwī, Nāṣir al-Dīn Abī Saʿīd ʿAbd Allāh 
b. ʿUmar b. Muḥammad al-Šīrāzī (685/1286), Anwār al-Tanzīl wa Asrār al-Taʾwīl, I-II, Dār al-Kutub al-
ʿIlmiyyah, Beirut 1988, I, 247; al-Nasafī, ʿAbd Allāh b. Aḥmad b. Maḥmūd (710/1310), Madārik al-Tanzīl 
wa Haqāʾiq al-Taʾwīl, I-III, Dār al-Qalam, Beirut 1989, I, 365; Ibn Ǧuzayy al-Kalbī, Muḥammad b. 
Aḥmad (741/1340), al-Tashīl lī ʿUlūm al-Tanzīl, I-II, Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, Beirut 1995, I, 217. 

311  Lived between 34-110 after Hiǧrā. 
312  al-Ḏahabī, Šams al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Aḥmad (748/1348), Taḏkirat al-Huffāḍ (ed. Zakarya ʿUmayrāt), I-

IV, Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, Beirut 1998, I, 77; Mīzān al-Iʿtidāl fī Naqd al-Riǧāl (ed. ʿAdil Aḥmad 
ʿAbd al-Mawǧūd, ʿAlī Muḥammad Muʿawwiḍ), I-VIII, Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, Beirut 1995, IV, 142; 
Siyar Aʿlām al-Nubalāʾ (ed. by a commission which was presided by Šuʿaib al-Arnawd), I-XXXII, 
Muʾassasat al-Risāla, Beirut, VIII, 112. 
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and accepted Islam. However, recently some scholars, such as Muḥammad Rašīd Riḍā and 
Aḥmad Amīn, have severely criticised Wahb and his work.313 A brief examination of his 
works leads us to the conclusion that he remained tied to his earlier culture and back-
ground when writing his most well known works, as almost all his narratives bear some 
resemblance to the events which are recorded in the Gospels. In this context, some doubt 
must be placed on the reliability of Wahb Ibn Munabbih’s narrations on the subject here 
under investigation. 

The various reports which hold that Jesus did not request that anybody take on his 
appearance provide contain many common aspects and some differences. From these re-
ports, al-Ṭabarī chose to describe an account of events which had been passed down to him 
from Ibn Ǧuraiǧ is his aforementioned seminal study. This report states that when the Jews 
entered the house and saw that all the people present resembled Jesus Christ, they accused 
the people in the house of having performed magic and said that they would kill all people 
present unless Jesus Christ was handed over. At this point, Jesus Christ asks, “Who wants 
to present his life in return for Paradise?” An apostle, whose name is not revealed in the 
narrative, steps forward and accepts this offer. This apostle subsequently claims to be Jesus 
with the words: “I am Jesus.” The Jews catch this apostle and later crucify him.314 The 
apostle mentioned looks so much like Jesus that the Christians believe him to be Jesus. On 
the same day, Jesus Christ is raised into the sky. According to this narrative, which al-
Ṭabarī regarded as being the most plausible of all those he had examined, only those who 
were with Jesus Christ in the house were aware of the genuine identity of Jesus and the 
apostle who had been crucified in place of Jesus.315 It also adds that the people in the house 
did indeed resemble Jesus when the house was besieged. However, the account also adds 
that Jesus did not demand anything from the people who were with him. In reality, the 
apostles had come to resemble Jesus because Allah wanted to embarrass the Jews and to 
rescue his prophet from this ugly situation and from murderers. In addition, Allah wanted 
to demonstrate that his believers were in the right, to humiliate the wicked (i.e. the Jews 
that tried to kill Jesus Christ) and to show humankind the path of righteousness by reveal-
ing Himself to them. 316  

Another version of events reported by Wahb also resembles the passages contained 
in the Gospels. Jesus Christ, who had been previously informed of his forthcoming death, 
hosts a meal for his apostles, with the intention of asking them for assistance. He serves 
food himself, washes the hands of the apostles and helps them to perform ablution. He says 

                                                           
313  When posed some questions in the Manār Journal, Riḍā draws attention to Jewish superstitions which 

Wahb, in the same way as Kaʿb, put into Islamic interpretative texts. See Rašīd Riḍā (1865-1935), “Asʾila 
min Tunisia”, Maǧallat al-Manār, XXVIII, Egypt 1927, XXVIII, 747. Aḥmad Amīn states that earlier 
Muslims of nomadic culture (badawī) passed on information about various anecdotes from some religious 
men and that Wahb introduced this information into Islamic interpretative texts and interpretative scholars 
without conducting a great deal of further research on this information. See Aḥmad Amīn (1886-1954), 
Faǧr al-Islām, Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, 2th edition, Beirut, pp. 202; Duḥā al-Islām, (I-II, al-Ḥayāʾ al-
Miṣriyya al-ʿĀmma, Cairo 1997, 1998), (III, Maktabah al-Nahdah, 7th edition), Cairo, II, 139; III, 243-244. 
See al-Ḏahabī, Muḥammad Ḥusain (1914-1977), al-Tafsīr wa al-Mufassirūn, I-II, Dār Ihyāʾ al-Turāṯ al-
ʿArabī, Beirut 1976, 1, 195-197 for an examination of the issue. 

314  Taken from al-Ṭabarī, Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān, IV, 353-354. 
315  See al-Ṭabarī, Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān, IV, 354. 
316  Ebd. 353-354. 



Fethi Ahmet Polat: Judas Iscariot in the Gospels and the islamic Tradition of Interpretation 

75 HIKMA 

that he would like them to pray to Allah to delay his death. However, the apostles, who are 
in the habit of talking to each other until late in the night, strangely fall asleep when trying 
to pray. When Jesus Christ asks why they have behaved in this way, they answer that they 
were unknowingly prevented from praying. Jesus Christ tells them that the shepherd will 
die and the sheep will be scattered. He also says that one person amongst them will deny 
knowing him three times before dawn – something which is also mentioned in the Gospels. 
The person meant is Peter. He also states that another person among them will sell him in 
return for a small amount of money, which this person will subsequently spend. The first 
of his predictions comes true and Peter, who is disliked by the Jews – his name is men-
tioned as Šamʿūn – denies knowing Jesus Christ three times before dawn. As regards Je-
sus’ second prediction, another apostle – his name is not mentioned in this narrative – asks 
the Jews to state what they would be willing to give him if he delivered Jesus Christ to 
them. The Jews offer him thirty dirham of money, and the apostle tells them where they 
can find Jesus Christ. However, before they have a chance to capture Jesus Christ, another 
man appears who resembles Jesus Christ, and the Jews are unsure as to whether this man is 
the real Jesus Christ or not.  

In this part of the story, it is not clear whether this apostle is the person who has 
come to resemble Jesus or not. However, the following section describes how Jesus’ moth-
er and the other apostles see Jesus, who tells them not to worry about him and explains 
exactly where they should bury his corpse. After hearing these words, the eleven apostles 
bury Jesus Christ’s corpse at the place previously indicated by Jesus. This report suggests 
that the person crucified and killed was the apostle who betrayed Jesus. Wahb’s narrative 
indicates that this apostle later disappeared. Jesus Christ asks the other apostles about him. 
They tell him that this apostle regretted what he had done, had entered into a state of men-
tal depression and had later committed suicide. Jesus Christ says, “If he had repented of 
what he had done, Allah would accept his repentance.” alṬabarī regards the second ac-
count of events – which had been reported by Wahb b. Munabbih – as being less authentic 
than the first account (i.e. that detailed above).317 Al-Ṭabarīthus regards the events as hav-
ing most likely unfolded in the following way: While Jesus was eating with his apostles, he 
was informed that one of the former would betray him. However, while this unnamed 
apostle then sold Jesus in the morning, another person, who looked like and was generally 
regarded as Jesus Christ, was crucified in his place. Jesus Christ himself told his apostles 
that the apostle who committed suicide would be forgiven if he repented. The person cruci-
fied was thus not the apostle who had betrayed Jesus. al-Ṭabarī regards this version of 
events as being the most probable for the following reason:  

“As the apostles who were with Jesus Christ would have played witness to Je-
sus Christ’s ascension to the heavens and would also have seen the one who re-
sembled Jesus Christ, they would thus know the identity of the apostle who re-
sembled Jesus Christ. Seeing as they witnessed these events, there cannot be 
any confusion about the fate of Jesus Christ or about the person who resembled 
him. It would be very clear that Jesus Christ was not crucified but that he was 
alive and taken into heaven, irrespective of the extent to which the Jews were 

                                                           
317  Ebd. 354. 
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confused as to who their enemies really were. Nothing else was possible. The 
fact that a) Jesus Christ asked them a question which one of them answered and 
b) they witnessed the change in the body are all indicators of this. Therefore, 
one of the following two situations is invariably true: Either each person in the 
house had taken on Jesus’ appearance and no one was able to identify the real 
Jesus Christ – with the result that the Jews killed somebody who they thought 
to be Jesus Christ – or the people present in the house had already taken flight 
before the raiders came and that one of the remaining apostles resembled Jesus 
Christ. Jesus Christ was taken into the heavens; the one who resembled him 
was crucified in his place. However, everyone, including the apostles who were 
unaware of what had happened to Jesus Christ, thought that Jesus Christ was 
the person who had been crucified. Both of these possible scenarios, irrespec-
tive of which came closest to the truth, indicate that Jews and Christians would 
have most probably wondered whether Jesus Christ or somebody else had been 
crucified. The expression in the verse "ولكن شبھ لھم"  indicates this.”318 

According to al-Ṭabarī, the following verse from the Qurʾān
319 helps us to understand 

the events surrounding the crucifixion of Jesus Christ a little better:  

“And because of their saying: We slew the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, Allah's 
messenger – They slew him not nor crucified him, but it appeared so unto them; 
and lo! Those who disagree concerning it are in doubt thereof; they have no 
knowledge thereof save pursuit of a conjecture; they slew him not for certain.”  

al-Ṭabarī suggests that this verse could mean two things: In his first theory, he post-
ulates that if the apostles did not leave the room until after Jesus Christ ascended to hea-
ven, the words contained in the āya would indicate four things. They would indicate that 
the Jews, who had already arrived at the house when Jesus ascended to heaven, knew  

1) the number of people in the room,  
2) realised that one of them was missing, 
3) discussed which of the people in the room was Jesus Christ; and  
4) subsequently killed the person who they thought might be Jesus.  
Thus, when the Jews – who already knew that Jesus Christ was in the house – entered 

the house, they were unsure about which of the people in house was Jesus, even though 
they knew that he must be in the house. In al-Ṭabarī’s second interpretation, the theologian 
speculates that if the apostles had already left the house when the Jews arrived, the Jews 
would have been unsure as to whether Jesus Christ was one of the people who remained in 
the house. In this case, the Jews would thus have debated whether Jesus Christ was among 
the group left at the house before entering the building. al-Ṭabarī based his interpretations 
on the accounts provided by the following scholars: 

- al-Muṯannā, ʿAbd Allāh b. Ṣāliḥ, Muʿāwiya b. Ṣāliḥ, ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭalḥā, ʿAbd Allāh 
b. ʿAbbās, 

- al-Muṯannā, Isḥāq, Yaʿlā b. ʿUbaid, Ǧuwaibir, 
- Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusain , Aḥmad b. Mufaḍḍal, Asbāṭ, al-Suddī.320 

                                                           
318  Ebd. 354-355. 
319  Qurʾān 4/157 
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Another lengthy narration which al-Ṭabarī obtained from ʿAbd Allāh b. ʿAbbās, via 
Ibn Kaṯīr, Ibn Abī Ḥātim, Aḥmad b. Sinān, Abū Muʿāwiya, al-Aʿmaš, al-Minhāl b. ʿAmr 
and Saʿīd b. Ǧubair is similar to this. However, this narration mentions a young man – who 
was mistaken for Jesus Christ – but was not Judas. Ibn Kaṯīr remarks that this account of 
events can be trusted, as the person who has narrated these events (i.e. Ibn ʿAbbās) was 
himself a dependable, reliable person. Ibn Kaṯīr also adds that al-Nasāʾī passed on a similar 
narration via Abū Ǧuraib, and that many accounts on this issue exist which have been 
passed down from his predecessors (i.e. from Muslims who lived in the same century as 
the companions of the Prophet). In addition, he also mentions al-Ṭabarī’s narrations.321 

3.1.3 The possibility that a person other than Judas Iscariot resembled Jesus Christ 

Al-Ṭabarsī stresses that although Jesus Christ’s appearance in the form of another man is 
an extraordinary event, any attempts to analyse this episode from an Islamic point of view 
should not completely rule out the possibility that it was true. Something similar occurred 
to the Angel Gabriel, who took on the form of Diḥya (one of the companions of the Proph-
et Muḥammad) in order to carry holy messages. On the other hand, al-Ṭabarsī rejects any 
suggestion that many Jews’ and Christians’ unawareness about what had happened to the 
real Jesus Christ means that doubts should be raised about the reliability of the information 
surviving until this day. This is because some incidents that are recorded as having taken 
place did so in a way that cannot be understood via sensory organs. The reporting of the 
incident can hence not be criticised. Each group reported nothing more than what they had 
witnessed themselves.322 Therefore, the question about whether an incident actually took 
place should not be answered by attempting to analyse the ‘extraordinary meaning’ as-
cribed to incidents which took place in this period.  

The sources dealing with this issue also discuss whether the ‘fake’ Jesus Christ re-
sembled the ‘real’ Jesus Christ merely in terms of his facial features, or whether his entire 
body took on the shape of Jesus. According to the view attributed to Ibn al-Sāʾib, the per-
son pretending to be Jesus Christ only resembled him in the face, and not in the rest of the 
body.323 A similar view has been reported by Muḥammad b. Marwān. According to 
Marwān, the face of Titanus resembled that of Jesus Christ, but his body remained his 
own. The Jews hence recognised him after they had killed him.324 Furthermore, Abū 
Ḥayyān informs us that the Jews started to disagree on what to do with Jesus Christ in the 
very moment in which they recognised him.325 This suggests that the Jews were initially 
convinced that they had killed Jesus. As previously mentioned, many accounts indicate 
that the Jews had doubts about the real identity of the person appearing to be Jesus before 

                                                                                                                                                   
320  al-Ṭabarī, Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān, IV, 355-356. 
321  Ibn Kaṯīr, Abū al-Fidāʾ Ismāʿīl b. ʿUmar (774/1372), Tafsīr al-Qurʾān al-Aḍīm (ed. Sāmī b. Muḥammad 

Salāma), I-VIII, Dār Ṭayyiba lī al-Našr, Riyadh 1999, II, 449-450. 
322  al-Ṭabarsī, Abū ʿAlī al-Faḍl b. al-Ḥasan (548/1153), Maǧma’ al-Bayān fī Tafsīr al-Qurʾān, I-X, 

Muʾassasat al-Aʿlāmī, Beirut 1995, III, 234-235. 
323  Ibn al-Ǧawzī, Abū al-Faraǧ Ǧamāl al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. ʿAlī (597/1201), Zād al-Maṣīr fī ʿIlm al-

Tafsīr, I-X, al-Maktab al-Islāmī, Beirut 1987, II, 245. 
324  al-Ṯaʿlabī, Abū Isḥāq Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm Nīsābūrī (427/1035), al-Kašf wa al-Bayān fī 

Tafsīr al-Qurʾān (ed. Sayyid Kasrawī Ḥasan), I-VI, Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, Beirut 2004, II, 383. 
325  Abū Ḥayyān al-Andalusī, Asīr al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Ǧayyānī (745/1344), al-Baḥr al-Muḥīṭ, I-

VIII, Maṭbaʿat al-Saʿāda, Egypt 1328H, III, 390. 
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killing this person. The fact that Jews were surprised to find less people in the house than 
they had expected can be taken as an indicator that the conflict among the Jews on the 
question of whether they should kill Jesus Christ or not had begun before the capture and 
murder of Jesus (or of the person purporting to be Jesus). The author provides the follow-
ing explanation: The Jews had begun to suspect twice that the person they killed was not 
Jesus Christ; these suspicions find expression in the āya “ولكن شبھ لھم: but so it was made to 
appear to them.” They must have been astonished when they saw that there was a differ-
ence between the number of people they had assumed to be in the room and the number of 
people actually present in the room. This astonishment must have increased even further 
when they saw more than one person in the form of Jesus Christ. This nascent suspicion 
that they had killed somebody else grew further when they saw that the person killed had a 
different bodily structure to Jesus Christ. The difference in physical appearance between 
this person and Jesus Christ must be interpreted as being an indication of the conflict men-
tioned by “وإن الذین اختلفوا فیھ: and those who differ therein.” 

3.2 The Narrations concerning the number of people who were in the house in which Jesus 
Christ was captured 

Another contested issue which is mentioned both in the Gospels and in our Islamic sources 
concerns the question about the number of people who were in the house where Jesus was 
present. According to the explanation provided by al-Rāzī, twelve people were present in 
the house.326 

Al-Ṭabarī cites Ibn Isḥāq as reporting that thirteen people were in the house along 
with Jesus Christ.327 Abū Ḥayyān al-Andalusī states that this number came to either thir-
teen or eighteen. 328 In contrast, al-Qurṭubī and Ibn Kaṯīr report that twelve or thirteen 
people were in the house. Other accounts even talk about seventeen329 or twenty-seven330 
people; however, these accounts are not regarded as being reliable. The source material 
does not provide any information about the gender of the people in the house. Whilst many 
sources claim to reveal the number of people who were in the house at this time, al-Ṭabarī 
states that the only report detailing that not just one person, but all the people present in the 
house had been made to resemble Jesus Christ comes from Wahb b. Munabbih.331 The 
existence of numerous different accounts about these events indicates that a certain vague-
ness exists not only about the identity of Judas Iscariot, but also as regards the incident as a 
whole.  

                                                           
326  al-Rāzī, Faḫr al-Dīn Muḥammad b. ʿUmar al-Tamīmī (606/1209), Mafātīḥ al-Ġaib, I-XXXII, Dār al-

Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, Beirut 2000, XI, 81. 
327  al-Ṭabarī, Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān, IV, 354. 
328  Abū Ḥayyan, al-Baḥr al-Muḥīṭ, III, 390. 
329  al-Qurṭubī, Abū ʿAbdullāh Muḥammad b. Aḥmad al-Anṣārī (671/1273), al-Ǧāmiʾ lī Aḥkām al-Qurʾān, I-

XVI, Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāṯ al-ʿArabī, Beirut, IV, 100-101; Ibn Kaṯīr, Tafsīr al-Qurʾān al-Aḍīm, II, 449-450. 
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3.3 The Commentaries about the identity of the person crucified 

3.3.1 The Narrations which do not include precise information about the identity of the 
person crucified 

Our research with interpretative sources examining the identity of the person crucified has 
shown that some reports indicate that Judas Iscariot was the person crucified, whereas 
others appear to suggest that this was not the case. The reports belonging to the first group 
(i.e. those which point at Judas Iscariot) report that no one was completely sure about the 
identity of the person who was crucified. These reports belonging to this group are briefly 
summarised in the next section. 

A common thread running through many of the reports cited by al-Ṭabarī (i.e. 
Qatāda, al-Qāsim b. Abī Bazzah and others), is that the person who was crucified was an 
apostle (or somebody else, as in many accounts no information was provided about the 
name of the person crucified) who accepted the offer of Jesus Christ.332 Ibn Isḥāq’s report, 
which was reported on by Salāma, states that Judas Iscariot was also in the group men-
tioned. However, it is uncertain whether he was the person who was crucified instead of 
Jesus Christ.333  

Another report cited in al-Ṯaʿlabī’s book emanates from al-Suddī. According to this 
report, the Jews imprisoned Jesus Christ on two occasions. Finally, one of the Jews (whose 
name is not mentioned) entered into the house and the Jews later killed this man, as he had 
taken on the appearance of Jesus Christ.334  

Al-Rāzī postulates that this episode may have taken place in the following fashion: 
the Jews crucified a man, as they believed chaos might break out among the general popu-
lation if people became aware that Jesus had ascended into the heavens. In reality, this 
would never have happened, as many people did not know who Jesus Christ was, as he 
was rarely seen among the population at large.335 al-Ṭabarī’s interpretation reveals that this 
opinion, which al-Rāzī included in his interpretative resource without making reference to 
any other scholar, was in fact held by Abū ʿAlī al-Ǧubbāʾī.336 

Three reports are provided in the final part of al-Ṭabarī’s work. All of these can also 
be found in another group of reports cited by Muǧāhid. Two of these reports emanate from 
Ibn Abī Naǧīh, while the third one is from Ibn Ǧuraiǧ. The main theme of the first two 
reports is that the Jews crucified somebody else mistaking him for Jesus Christ. According 
to the third report, Ibn Ǧuraiǧ’s report, the Jews crucified the man whom they mistook for 
Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ was raised to the sky alive.337  

According to a report mentioned by Abū Ḥayyān, the man who resembled Jesus 
Christ was the arrested deputy of the emperor.338 In the Mafātīḥ of al-Rāzī, he is an 
observer appointed by the Jews to watch Jesus Christ. It is also mentioned in the Mafātīḥ 
of al-Rāzī that this person might have been an apostle, who upon the request of Jesus 
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Christ sacrificed himself for the sake of God, or he might otherwise have been a hypocrite 
among the apostles. According to al-Rāzī, these views all contain contradictory 
elements.339 Al-Furātī regards Judas Iscariot as having behaved in the only way in which 
he could, as struggles of this nature were the destiny of prophets. As it is stated in the 
Qurʾān; “Even so have We appointed unto every Prophet an opponent from among the 
guilty; but Allah sufficeth for a Guide and Helper” (Qurʾān 25/31), Allah made each 
prophet meet a sinner. Thus, while Moses had Sāmirī and Holy Prophet Muḥammad had 
ʿAbd Allāh b. ʾUbai b. Salūl, Jesus Christ had Judas.340 

It is possible that Judas revealed where Jesus Christ could be found in a fit of anger, 
but later regretted having done so and subsequently tried to amend for his actions so that 
he might be forgiven. It is conceivable that a person finding himself in such a position 
might say, “I am Jesus” to the people that want to capture Jesus. It is also conceivable that 
Judas became so afraid when he saw the Roman soldiers that he betrayed Jesus, who he 
was with at the time, but later regretted what he had done and sacrificed himself. In reality, 
it is reported that the besiegers thought that every apostle looked like Jesus Christ and 
consequently threatened all men inside the house with death. When forced to choose be-
tween losing one apostle and the death of all the apostles and Jesus Christ himself, the 
death of one apostle was from a religious and a logical point of view the preferable option. 
If the events took place in this fashion and Judas sacrificed himself in order to save the 
other apostles, he can clearly not be regarded as a traitor.  

3.3.2 The reports revealing the name, characteristics and identity of the person crucified 

Whilst the reports contained in section 3.3.1 do not provide any details about the person 
crucified, those summarised in this section reveal the name and characteristics of the per-
son crucified.  

In a report written by Ibn Isḥāq and cited by Salāma, the name of this apostle is given 
as Judas Iscariot.341 This report was also cited in other interpretative texts. For example, 
according to Muqātil, the person who was actually crucified was the Jewish man who the 
Jews assigned to watch Jesus Christ. Muqātil says that his name is also Judas,342 but it is 
not clear whether the person he mentions is the Judas in question or someone else.  

In another of Ibn Isḥāq’s narrations which was quoted by Salāma, the name of this 
apostle is given as Sergius.343 

Al-Ṯaʿlabī provides a different interpretation of this episode. According to his report, 
which the author compiled by making reference to accounts passed down along a chain of 
contemporary observers including al-Kalbī, Abū Ṣāliḥ and Ibn ʿAbbās, Jesus Christ wishes 
bad fortune on the Jews when they attack Mary under shameful pretences. This curse even 
results in a group of Jews being transformed into pigs and monkeys. Afterwards, the Jews 
come to an agreement to take revenge, and hire a person called Tatianus to kill Jesus. Jesus 
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Christ, having been informed in advance by the angel Gabriel about the Jews’ plans, walks 
into a room. He is subsequently taken to heaven from a type of ‘corridor of air’ which 
opened up in the room found in this room. Tatianus, who also enters this room, is made to 
look like Jesus. Without catching Jesus, he leaves the house. The Jews waiting outside 
subsequently kill Tatianus, as they assume that he is Jesus Christ.344 According to another, 
more dubious, account provided by al-Ṯaʿlabī, the person killed was a Jew and his name 
was Yasūʿ b. Madian.345 

Al-Baġawī reports the name of the man crucified as being Satiafus. This is probably 
the name of the man who was appointed guardsman by the Jews who imprisoned Jesus. He 
only resembled Jesus in his face, and not in the rest of his body.346 According to the report 
by al-Rāzī, a man called Tatianus is sent into the room by somebody called Judas with 
instructions to take Jesus out.347 

Some Islamic and Western resources report that the person who was crucified in 
place of Jesus was Simon the Cyrenian, who was responsible for carrying the cross.348 This 
indicates some people in the Christian world also believe that Jesus was not crucified.349 

According to al-Qurṭubī and Ibn Kaṯīr, who are among the people who describe the 
characteristics of the person crucified, the governor of Jerusalem, accompanied by a group 
of Jews, went to the place in which Jesus could be found on a Friday afternoon. When 
Jesus realised that he could not escape, he asked if anybody was willing to take his place. 
One of the Jews, a young man, came forward, but Jesus was unwilling to accept his offer 
as that the young man was still immature. Jesus Christ then asked the question a second 
and a third time. Each time the same young person expressed the wish to take Jesus’ place. 

At last, Jesus Christ said, “All right, you can take my place!” and the youngster came to 

resemble Jesus. The roof of the house was opened and the half-asleep Jesus Christ was 
taken to heaven.350 Those present inside the house subsequently exit the building. The Jews 
eventually catch this youngster, whom they mistake for Jesus, and crucify him. Ibn Kaṯīr 
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does not mention the name of this person, whom he refers to as “a youngster.” However, 
he does note that not just the Jews, but also Mary, who is reported to have cried under the 
cross, mistook him for Jesus. Ibn Kaṯīr, who believes that only Allah can truly know what 
happened and does not regard any of these narrations as giving a truthful account of the 
events which took place, expresses the opinion that this incident was a test which Allah 
had made in his unlimited wisdom.351 The source of the reports is Ibn ʿAbbās and the in-
formation is probably of Jewish or Christian origin. The reports were passed down through 
the following Muslim scholars: Abū Muʿāwiya, Aʿmaš, al-Minhāl, Saʿīd b. Ǧubair and Ibn 
ʿAbbās and similar narrations are reported in the Muṣannaf of Abū Bakr b. Abī Šaibā.352 In 
a report by ʿAbd b. Ḥumaid, al-Nasāʾī, Ibn Abī Ḥātim, Ibn Mardūya and Ibn ʿAbbās, the 
person killed is described as “a youngster.”353 

3.3.3 Narrations claiming that the person crucified is not the Messiah 

The importance of discussions over Judas Iscariot’s role in the traditional Muslim interpre-
tation of events can be best clarified by examining the debate about the identity of the 
person that was crucified. All interpretative traditions concur that this person was not Jesus 
Christ. This issue is briefly explained in the following section of the text.  

The relations between Christians and Muslims have been traditionally influenced by 
two factors: on the one hand by their spatial proximity to each other and on the other hand 
by the interpretation of Qurʾānic verses. In addition, this relationship was traditionally 
further influenced by the considerable numbers of mixed marriages between Muslims and 
Christians. These were enabled by the Islamic principle of allowing Muslim men to marry 
Jewish or Christian women. A large percentage of the reports about Jews or Christians 
which can be found in the source material stem either from Christians who later converted 
to Islam or from the companions of the Prophet Muḥammad or tābiʿūn (Muslims who 
knew the companions of the Prophet Muḥammad and had conversations with them). If the 
appropriate texts are carefully examined, evidence of the previous culture of narrators can 
be found. This is especially the case with texts written by reporters with a Christian or a 
Jewish background. Reports examining the life of Judas Iscariot can thus be found not just 
in Canonical Gospels and the recently analysed Gospel of Judas, but also in texts which 
have been interpreted from an Islamic point of view. As the Gospels accepted by the 
Church state that Judas Iscariot was guilty of betraying Jesus Christ, the new insights into 
these events enabled by the recently-discovered Gospel of Judas cast new doubt on the 
authenticity of the Bible.  

As it is well known, accounts describing events related to past prophets and their fol-
lowers are accepted by scholars as mutašābihāt,354 and are not regarded as providing sepa-
rate sources of judgment. Therefore, in order to arrive at a clear result or a judgment on an 
event contained in an account, we must look to āyāt which are generally accepted as 
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muḥkamāt.355 Certainly, the fact that some scholars who either saw the Holy Prophet them-
selves or had contact with people belonging to one of the two generations after him consi-
dered some reports as being unclear and as having several possible meanings does not 
mean that the issues mentioned in these accounts of events cannot be understood. The 
events conveyed in the reports can thus indeed be interpreted as carrying a message. How-
ever, it must also be acknowledged that the unclear nature of the reports prevents their 
authenticity from being judged. As this is the case, one does not need to be completely sure 
of the meaning of reports when interpreting them. The Qurʾānic verses which examine the 
crucifixion of Jesus are unclear in many ways and may have a range of different meanings. 
Because of this, it cannot be deduced from these verses that Jesus Christ was crucified. 
The belief that the person crucified was not Jesus found in the tradition of Islamic interpre-
tation is thus consistent with what is reported in the Qurʾān. Certainly, Muslims cannot 
doubt the words contained in the Qurʾān. Muslims cannot believe that Jesus was crucified, 
as God revealed openly in the Qurʾān that this was not the case. In this context, Muslim 
scholars have attempted to explain the events surrounding the crucifixion by interpreting 
the relevant passages in the Qurʾān. This acceptance of the interpretation of Muslim scho-
lars becomes clear when they attempt to explain meanings of the verses dealing with Jesus’ 

crucifixion. 
The lines which according to Islamic interpretations implicitly or explicitly refer to 

Judas Iscariot can be found in verses 157 and 158 of Sūrah al-Nisāʾ, in which the belief 
that Jesus was crucified by Jewish religious men is cast into doubt. Most of the verses 
(150th-160th) are related to the children of Israel, who are severely criticised for their atti-
tudes. These verses contain the following criticisms about the attitudes of the Jews: that 
they do not recognise Allah in the way they should, that they distinguish between messen-
gers and Allah (thus refusing to accept that prophets were sent on a holy mission), they 
believe in some passages of the Qurʾān and do not believe in other parts of it, they are in a 
position between faith and faithlessness, they demand illogical things from prophets (i.e. 
their demand that Prophet Muḥammad bring a document proving his that he is a prophet or 
their demand that Allah shows himself to them), that they continue to worship idols along-
side their Lord even after observing the miracle, that they violate the Saturday rule, that 
they do not keep the promise which they gave Allah, that they kill prophets, that they claim 
that Allah is the reason for their faithlessness and finally that they slandered Mary. 

In the next section of the Qurʾān, a series of āyāt can be found which refers to the 
role played by the Jews in the murder of Jesus. These āyāt finish by stressing the strength 
and wisdom of Allah. The following is said in last of these verses:  

“And because of their saying: We slew the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, Allah's 
messenger – They slew him not nor crucified, but it appeared so unto them; and 
lo! Those who disagree concerning it are in doubt thereof; they have no know-
ledge thereof save pursuit of a conjecture; they slew him not for certain. There 
is not one of the People of the Scripture but will believe in him before his 
death, and on the Day of Resurrection he will be a witness against them” 
(Qurʾān 4/157-158). 
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Al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī brings attention to the expressions “قتل: to slay” and “صلب: crucify” in 
the Holy Qurʾān and states emphatically that the person who was killed was not Jesus 
Christ. This is because if it were said “وما قتلوه: They didn’t slay him”, there might be some 
doubts about whether he was killed in an uncommon way, such as by crucifixion. 
Therefore, Allah wished to emphatically state that Jesus Christ was not killed by a human 
being. Al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī stresses that at that time sinners were killed in a barbaric manner and 
that the possibility that they killed somebody in the mistaken belief that this person was 
Jesus should not be ruled out. Al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī also provides some more interesting 
information on this issue. According to him, some historians contend that the historical 
accounts of Jesus Christ, the events that took place in the light of his divine message 
together with the stories which are told about the kings and messengers who were his 
contemporaries, are appropriate for two people who were widely regarded as messiahs. 
These historians thus believe that the first of these two ‘messiahs’, who lived around 500 
years before the second, lived as a believer and was not killed. The second messiah was a 
fake messiah who lived without obeying God’s laws, and was crucified. The issue 
discussed in the aforementioned āya thus must thus be about this fake Messiah. Those who 
believe Jesus died by crucifixion confuse the actions of this so-called messiah with those 
of Jesus Christ.356 

The fact that Jesus Christ was neither crucified nor killed by his enemies does not 
rule out his death. In this context, two āyāt provide especially good information about the 
events surrounding his death. The first āya contains the expression “إني متوفیك: I am making 
you pass away” and reveals that the soul of Jesus Christ was taken by Allah himself. In 
another verse, Jesus Christ answered God in the Doomsday: In these verses, Jesus Christ, 
in fact, implicitly expresses that he was himself unaware of the discussions about his 
death:  

“And when Allah saith: O Jesus, son of Mary! Didst thou say unto mankind: 

‘Take me and my mother for two gods beside Allah?! He saith: ‘Be glorified! It 

was not mine to utter that to which I had no right. If I used to say it, then Thou 
knewest it. Thou knowest what is in my mind, and I know not what is in Thy 
mind. Lo! Thou, only Thou, art the Knower of Things Hidden. Never said I to 
them aught except what Thou didst command me to say, to wit, 'Worship Allah, 
my Lord and your Lord'; and I was a witness over them whilst I dwelt amongst 
them; when Thou didst made pass away Thou wast the watcher over them, and 
Thou art a witness to all things’ (Qurʾān 4/116-117).” 

Some scholars have attempted to come up with logical explanations capable of in-
controvertibly proving that the person killed cannot have been Jesus Christ – these people 
have also referred to passages in the Bible whenever necessary. An author who has taken 
this approach is Biqāʾī, (885/1480), who makes frequent reference to the Bible when dis-
cussing the ‘crucifixion incident’ in his volume, entitled Naḍm al-Durar. This is one of the 
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texts which provide the most detailed information about Judas, including his name.357 Al-
Biqāʾī note stresses in his text that only Judas Iscariot, and notably not Jesus’ enemies, 
knew Jesus personally. As Jesus’ enemies did not personally know Jesus, it is impossible 
to ascertain who was killed (in other words, the Christian view that Jesus was killed is 
unsupported and cannot be verified). Al-Biqāʾī also contends that the fact that Judas only 
placed his hand on Jesus and said “This is Jesus” when betraying him clearly demonstrates 
that it was impossible that Jesus was captured (this passage also suggests that al-Biqāʾī 
does not accept the Biblical version of events which states that Judas betrayed Jesus Christ 
by kissing him). The scholar goes on to add that a full understanding of the episode is 
complicated by the fact that it took place in the dark of the night. It was hence more diffi-
cult to recognise the person who they had captured at night than it would have been during 
the day. Either scholars failed to recognise this or the person captured later resembled 
Jesus Christ. On the other hand, the theory that Judas committed suicide also cannot be 
verified. According to al-Biqāʾī, the theory that Judas committed suicide was probably 
fabricated by Christians who had never seen Judas and were unaware that Judas, and not 
Jesus had been crucified. Therefore, al-Biqāʾī contends that, while differences in opinion 
about the exact nature of events continue to exist, the account regarding the suspected 
death of Jesus reported in the Qurʾān should be accepted.358  

Similarly, after citing lengthy quotations from the Gospels to explain the issue, al-
Qāsimī, referring to al-Biqāʾī, posits that this incident confirms both the information con-
tained in the Holy Qurʾān and that Jesus cannot have been the person crucified. Al-Qāsimī, 
referring to a quotation from al-Ālūsī found in a work to which the author was unable to 
gain access, cites Jesus as having said “You said this” when questioned “Are you the mes-
siah?”. Al-Qāsimī interprets these remarks as being proof that this person was not Jesus 
Christ, as the true Jesus, who cannot be thought of as a liar, must give a positive answer to 
this question.359 

Abū Ḥayyān is of the opinion that no information other than that provided by the 
Qurʾānic āyahs is valid, as the Holy Prophet did not himself provide any information about 
who died by crucifixion. The scholar adds the person in question could only have been 
definitively identified by making use of sensory organs. However, as Allah had created a 
scenario in which sensory organs were unable to function, the only reliable source of in-
formation on this subject can be obtained from holy revelation.360 In attempting to explain 
the words contained in the āya which describes the incident in which somebody else was 
made to appear like Jesus Christ, al-Marāġī, endeavours to demonstrate that sensory organs 
may in everyday life mislead us, i.e. without the need for holy assistance. The author refers 
to an incident from 1539 which also triggered a series of juristic discussions in order to 
strengthen his argument that events of this nature which are reported in the Holy Qurʾān 
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can also happen in real life.361 Finally, ʿAbduh expresses the view that it is possible for 
people to resemble each other and that people have been gradually getting more and more 
similar to each other. He substantiates this view by putting forward some historical and 
medical proofs.362 His intention is certainly to provide the Christian world with proof that 
it was not Jesus Christ but a person who resembled him who was crucified. 

Conclusion 

This study has examined the traditional Islamic interpretations concerning the events on 
either side of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ and related these accounts to the traditional 
Christian and Jewish interpretations of the ‘crucifixion event’. Most of the existing ac-
counts and explanations about the issue appear in al-Ṭabarī, one of the first works which 
interpreted the events surrounding the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. The issue is not ad-
dressed in such a detailed way in later works. In fact, later scholars who examined this 
issue in their interpretative works generally quoted from al-Ṭabarī. Practically no new 
ideas on this subject have been developed since the publication of al-Ṭabarī’s monumental 
work, Ǧāmiʿ al-Bayān.363 No interpretations of the Holy Qurʾān from people with a Chris-
tian or Jewish background have ever been included in interpretative works, and scholars 
have not provided any information about the way in which people of Christian or Jewish 
backgrounds resident in their regions have interpreted the Holy Book. This article does not 
seek to create the impression that Muslims cannot understand the Holy Qurʾān unless they 
have themselves participated in the culture of Ahl al-Kitāb. However, it is at the same time 

important to stress that an understanding of this culture allows many verses in the Qurʾān 
to be understood better. We must accept that the majority of scholars who have interpreted 
the Holy Qurʾān either have adopted a defensive attitude or have wanted to read the Holy 
Book in connection with their own views on the subject. Undoubtedly, the approach taken 
by the majority of scholars to interpreting the words of the Holy Qurʾān is thought provok-
ing, and many reasons exist for examining this issue in more detail.  

Most of the reports which appear in the literature interpreting the Holy Qurʾān concur 
to a great extent with the accounts in the Canonical Gospels. The chief difference is that 
the Qurʾān clearly states that the person crucified was not Jesus Christ. However, while the 
reports contained in the Holy Qurʾān concur with those in contained in the Canonical Gos-
pels, some conflicts also exist between the accounts contained in the Gospels and those 
contained in the traditional Islamic sources. It is interesting that support is found for the 
view that Jesus was not crucified, which is as previously mentioned universally accepted 
among Muslim scholars, in reports written by people with Christian or Jewish backgrounds 

                                                           
361  al-Marāġī, Aḥmad Muṣṭafā (1883-1952), Tafsīr al-Maraġī, I-XXX, Maktabat wa Maṭbaʿat Muṣṭafa al-

Bābī al-Ḥalabī, Cairo 1963, IV, 13. 
362  ʿAbduh, Muḥammad (1849-1905) / Rašīd Riḍā , Muḥammad (1865-1935), Tafsīr al-Manār, I-XII, Dār al-

Manār, Cairo 1373-1380H., VI, 38-39. 
363  Even Mawdūdī, who has spent much more time examining the issue than other interpretative scholars, 

does not provide any useful valuable information on the issue. See Mawdūdī, Abū al-Aʿlā (1903-1979), 
Tafhīm al-Qurʾān (Trans. Commission), I-VII, Istanbul 1995, I, 426-430. The only text published in recent 
years that gives detailed information on the issue is al-Manār. However, this book contains no information 
about Judas, and the study departs from the premise that the crucifixion was a misconception. See ʿAbduh-
Rašīd Riḍā , al-Manār, VI, 23-59. Undoubtedly, the interpretation styles of ʿAbduh or Rašīd Riḍā did not 
entail their dealing with such a subject. 
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and from scholars who have themselves achieved an insight into the Jewish-Christian tradi-
tions. This prompts two questions: Either the information was really taken from Ahl al-Kitāb 
and no contradiction existed inside Ahl al-Kitāb between Canonical Gospels and the Gospel 
of Judas at this time, or the people who wrote these accounts have made some changes.364 

When the existent reports and views on this issue in the Islamic interpretation tradi-
tion are assessed, both reports apparently confirming the version of events found in the 
Canonical Gospels and those that seemingly corroborate the accounts about the life of 
Judas Iscariot contained in the Judas Gospel can be found. This, in turn, makes us think 
that the information contained in the interpretative works is not based on holy revelation 
and it consists of the reporting of the information that was passed from mouth to mouth at 
that time. This interpretation of events is strengthened further by the fact that most of the 
reports on the issue were written by scholars feeding on the tradition of Ahl al-Kitāb. In 
this context, it can be seen that, in contrast to the message that Canonical Gospels have 
taught people for centuries, different information does exist about Judas Iscariot. In addi-
tion, this information about Judas Iscariot can be found in particular in Christian literature.  

It is doubtlessly the case that all passages in the Canonical Gospels in which Judas 
Iscariot is portrayed as either a traitor or “a hero” should be examined with care. However, 
scholars have not put forward any conclusive evidence proving that the aforementioned 
passages have been altered in any way.365 Undoubtedly, the Gospel of Judas is just as prob-
lematic as the Canonical Gospels in terms of authenticity. Nevertheless, the lack of consis-
tency in the Canonical Gospels may be a direct result of the differing accounts of Judas’ 
role in events provided in different passages of the Canonical Gospels. Alternatively, it 
may indicate that some alterations were made to the Gospels. In either case, this striking 
finding out about one of the most important issues in Christianity has caused serious 
doubts to be raised about the authenticity of the Biblical texts in the whole world. 

The increasing doubts over the role played by Judas Iscariot in the crucifixion of Jesus as 
told in the Gospel of Judas will undoubtedly result in the belief in the penance doctrine, one of 
the basic tenets of Christianity, being questioned. Moreover, the following question should not 
be overlooked: If Judas Iscariot behaved in accordance to a divine plan, and his behaviour 
resulted in the emergence of penance doctrine, how can Jews, who had a share in the events 
leading to the crucifixion, be referred to as sinners? How can one explain the complicated case 
in which Roman legionaries, Pilate and Herod functioned as mediators for this holy mission? If 
a penance doctrine, such as the one claimed by Christians, exists, those people who played a 
role in the murder of Jesus Christ were either chosen or are historical figures who were com-
pelled to act in the way in which they did by God. Indeed, biblical texts chronicling Jesus’ 
crucifixion report that Peter did not believe Jesus Christ, however, this cannot be viewed as an 
indication of his betrayal at all. It should instead be seen as the realization of a divine plot. 

                                                           
364  If this was the case, it can be supposed that Barnabas’ or another version of the Bible that is similar to that 

of Barnabas’ was in use and available at that time. This is because accounts suggesting that Jesus Christ 
was not crucified appear only in the Gospel of Barnabas, a piece of literature which is not regarded to be 
worthy of consideration in the Christian world. 

365  In fact, the claim itself that the Gospels were altered is in many respects problematic. In the author’s view, 
the Qurʾānic expressions dealing with the alteration of the Bible can be interpreted in different ways. See 
Polat, Fethi Ahmet, “Insan Haklari ve Özgürlükleri Baglaminda Kuran'da Dini Pluralizm”, the Journal of 
Baki Dovlet Universiteti Ilahiyat Fakultesi, cilt: 1, sayi: 1, Baku 2004, pp. 35-36. 


