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Abstract

This study provides a critical analysis of the exegetical
interpretation of Q. 37:140, focusing on the phrase “idh
abaga ila al-fulki al-mashhuni”. The dominant
exegetical tradition, drawing heavily on Israliliyyat,
interprets abaqa as to flee (ibaq), thereby attributing a
culpable act of abandonment or a tark al-awla
(abandoning the more virtuous course) to the Prophet
Jonah (Yanus)—a reading that creates tension with the
Shi1 doctrine of prophetic infallibility (%smabh).
Challenging this view, this study employs a critical-
structural methodology based on  intra-textual
coherence (siyaq) and lexicographical analysis. The
study first examines the unified context of Surat al-
Saffat (Q. 37:72-148), demonstrating that the shared
theme across prophetic narratives is trial and divine
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Extended Abstract

This study offers a critical analysis of the exegetical interpretations of Q. 37:139-148,
focusing specifically on the phrase “idh abaqa ila al-fulki al-mashhani” (Q. 37:140). The
central problem is the widespread exegetical claim that the Prophet Jonah (Yunus)
committed an act of flight (ibaq) from his prophetic duty or from divine punishment, an
act that necessitated divine discipline and is often framed as a tark al-awla (abandoning the
more virtuous course). This study, from within the framework of Shi‘ Islamic theology
and specifically the doctrine of prophetic infallibility (‘ismat al-Anbia’), challenges this
established reading. The study’s primary aim is to demonstrate that a context-sensitive,
intra-textual reading of Surat al-Saffat, supported by a re-examination of the root ’-b-q in
classical Arabic, yields a significantly different understanding of Jonah’s actions.

The study is structured around three main questions. First, based on the textual
coherence of Surat al-Saffat and the parallel narratives of other prophets within the same
sarah, what interpretation of Jonah’s departure from his people is most consistent with
the doctrine of infallibility? Second, how does a lexicographical analysis of the root -b-q,
including its usage in pre-Islamic poetry and early Arabic prose, relate to the two
competing readings (culpable flight vs. necessary, secretive withdrawal)? Third, what
methodological criticisms can be raised against the scriptural and traditionalist (riwayat)

sources underpinning the majority exegetical view?

Methodologically, the study employs a descriptive-analytical and critical-structural
approach. It proceeds in three stages: 1) a detailed examination of the broad context
(siyaq) of Surat al-Saffat (especially Q. 37:72-148), comparing it with the narratives in
Sarat al-Anbiya’ and Sarat al-Qalam to establish a consistent pattern of prophetic trial and
divine deliverance; 2) a critical reassessment of the root -b-q using primary lexicons (e.g.,
al-Ayn, Lisan al-Arab) and ancient poetic evidence, arguing for a semantic spectrum that
includes to go away, to distance oneself, or to withdraw secretly without the necessary
connotation of fearful or disobedient flight; and 3) a source-critical evaluation of the
exegetical traditions (e.g., in Jami‘ al-bayan by al-Tabari and Tafsir al-Qummi) that
dominate the classical interpretation, particularly noting their consonance with the
narrative in the Book of Jonah from the Old Testament.

The major findings are threefold. First, analysis of textual coherence reveals that Q.
37:72-148 is unified by a common theme: prophets face existential threat or divine
punishment upon their people, and God delivers them. Jonah’s narrative, therefore, cannot

be isolated as a story of punishment for a prophetic mistake. Second, lexicographical
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investigation shows that ibaq does not exclusively mean to flee in fear or disobedience.
Evidence from early Arabic poetry (e.g., a verse by al-A‘sha) and a letter attributed to
Imam ‘Ali b. Abi Talib in Nabj al-balaghab supports a primary meaning of to distance
oneself or to go away, often secretly or under duress. Third, the study critiques the majority
view for its heavy reliance on Isr2’iliyyat (Muslim traditions from Judeo-Christian origins)
and for ignoring the systematic inconsistency such an interpretation creates between Surat
al-Saffat (which lacks any blame) and other sirahs that mention Jonah’s distress (e.g., Q.
21:87-88).

The study concludes that the prophet Jonah, like the other prophets mentioned in the
same section of Sturat al-Saffat, did not flee his mission. Instead, faced with a mortal threat
from his people or the imminence of unavoidable divine punishment, he left his people
secretly and under necessity, which is what the term abaqa here signifies. This action is
not an act of disobedience or the abandonment of a more virtuous course (tark al-awla),
but a logical response to a terminal prophetic situation. This interpretation, is fully
consistent with the siyaq of Sarat al-Saffat, the doctrine of prophetic infallibility (‘ismah),
and the semantic range of the root ~b-q in classical Arabic. This study thereby provides a
revised reading of the Quranic narrative that seeks to resolve longstanding theological and
exegetical tensions surrounding the story of Prophet Jonah.
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1. Textual coherence.
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1. Yaseen, “Qur’an and Archaeological Discoveries...”.
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