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Abstract

This study critically examines Qur’an 10:94, “So if

you are in doubt about what We have sent down to

you, then ask those who read the Book before you,” a

verse whose address to the Prophet Muhammad has
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Extended Abstract

The present study offers a critical re-examination of Qur'an 10:94, “So if you are in
doubt about what We have sent down to you, then ask those who read the Book before
you. The truth has certainly come to you from your Lord, so do not be among the
doubters.” This verse has long posed an interpretive challenge because its apparent
address to the Prophet Muhammad seems to attribute to him a state of doubt (shakk)
regarding the revelation—an attribution that many Muslim exegetes, particularly
within the ShiT theological tradition, have considered incompatible with the doctrine
of prophetic inerrancy (‘isma). The study is grounded in the presuppositions of Islamic
theology and a specifically Shi‘i understanding of ‘isma. It does not seek to question
this doctrine but rather to determine whether, and how, the verse can be understood

without violating it.

The central study questions are threefold: first, whether the address of the verse can
legitimately be directed at the Prophet himself without undermining his inerrancy;
second, what internal Qur’anic evidence supports such a reading; and third, if that
reading is rejected, which of the major exegetical solutions best resolves the apparent
tension. Methodologically, the study first surveys classical and modern interpretations,
then subjects them to critical analysis, and finally proposes a reading that it considers
most coherent with the verse's wording, its context, and the broader Qur’anic discourse
on prophetic psychology.

The article begins by examining the reported occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuzal)
for 10:94. Two main Shi‘i traditions are noted: one linking the verse to the Mi‘raj and
a passing thought about ‘Alf's virtue, the another, from Imam al-Hadi, interpreting the
conditional address as a pedagogical device for dealing with the ignorant, not as a report
of actual doubt. The authors are cautious about these traditions, suggesting that many
such reports may have been issued under taqiyya, for polemical purposes, or to
accommodate the limited understanding of particular audiences. Hence, they are not

treated as decisive for interpretation.

A major part of the study is devoted to a critical typology of exegetical opinions.
Three broad approaches are identified: 1) those who deny that the Prophet is the

actual addressee; 2) those who accept him as the apparent addressee but take the real
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intended audience to be his community; and 3) those who accept him as the true
addressee and seek to explain how this does not compromise his inerrancy. Within
these, various sub-views are analyzed. Some exegetes, such as al-Tusi and al-
Zamakhshari, take the addressee to be an unspecified or hypothetical person. Others,
like Fakhr al-Razi and Tabataba’i, interpret the conditional “if you are in doubt” as an
impossible or purely hypothetical supposition (fard muhal) meant to emphasize the
abundance of evidence for the truth of revelation.

Al-Tabarsi and some others suggest that “doubt” here metaphorically means distress
or hardship caused by the people's rejection, not uncertainty about the message itself.
A number of exegetes, including al-Baydawi and al-Alasi, see the verse as primarily
intended to highlight the deep knowledge of the People of the Book, to reproach them
for concealing the truth, or to provide the Prophet with extra reassurance (tathbit al-
qalb).

Through a detailed critique, the authors argue that most of these interpretations
depart unnecessarily from the apparent meaning (zahir) of the verse. The claim that
attributing any form of doubt to the Prophet is rationally or theologically impossible is
shown to be a presupposition not universally shared among classical scholars and not
conclusively proven. The comparison of 10:94 to verses that posit impossible
conditions (e.g., Q. 21:22, “If there were gods in them other than God, they would
have been corrupted”) is deemed invalid: while polytheism in the divine order is an
absolute impossibility, fleeting, transient thoughts (khatarat qalbiyya) in the mind of a
human being—even a prophet—are not. The study also rejects the view that the
Prophet cannot be the real addressee because of the parallel verse Q. 10:104 addressed
to “O people.” The context of Q. 10:94 itself—the preceding and following verses (Q.
10:93-96) consistently use singular pronouns (your Lord, to you, do not be)—indicates
that Muhammad is indeed the direct addressee. To deny this is to ignore clear

linguistic evidence.

The authors then propose a reading that they argue is both faithful to the text and
consistent with Shi‘ tenets of inerrancy. They build this reading on five components:
1) adhering to the zahir, ie., accepting the Prophet as the real addressee; 2)

recognizing that the conditional form (“if you are in doubt”) does not by itself entail
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that the condition has occurred or will occur; 3) accepting al-Zamakhshari's and al-
Baydawi's point that the condition is purely hypothetical and estimative (tagdiri); 4)
accepting the view of Ibn ‘Atiyya and Fakhr al-Razi that passing thoughts (kbatarat)
and momentary mental disturbances are possible for the Prophet as they are for any
human being; and 5) going beyond al-Mudarris al-Tabataba’t's position that doubt is

merely possible, to argue that the verse serves a preventive function.

The key argument is that the verse does not report an actual, existing doubt in the
Prophet's mind. It does not even report a probable or imminent doubt. Rather, God,
out of His grace and care for His messenger, uses a conditional sentence to
preemptively address a purely hypothetical state. The verse teaches the Prophet—and
through him, the community—that even if (on the unlikely supposition) a momentary,
transient uncertainty were to cross his mind, the remedy is immediately at hand: ask
those who read the earlier scriptures.

This interpretation sees the verse not as a criticism or a correction of an actual
failure, but as an act of preventive divine nurture (farbiya) and heart-strengthening
(tathbit). It is parallel to other Qur'anic addresses that warn the Prophet against
showing the slightest inclination toward the polytheists (Q. 17:73-75) or that caution
him not to be saddened by their words (Q. 10:65). These addresses do not imply that
the Prophet actually committed the forbidden act; they are prophylactic measures.

The study supports this reading with extensive internal evidence. It cites the story of
Abraham in Q. 2:260, who, despite his faith, asks to see how God gives life to the dead
“so that my heart may be at rest.” It cites the momentary thought of Jonah (Q. 21:87)
and the “forgivable” error of judgment in Q. 9:43 (“May God pardon you! Why did you
give them permission [to stay behind]?”). It also points to Q. 25:32, which explicitly
states that the gradual revelation of the Qurian is meant to “strengthen your heart.”
These examples, the authors argue, show that prophets are not passive recipients of
certainty but active agents whose hearts are constantly being fortified by divine signs.
The “doubt” in 10:94 is thus not a doubt in the truth of revelation but a hypothetical
scenario used to teach a method of certainty and to provide the Prophet with an

additional layer of tranquility.

In conclusion, the article asserts that the correct interpretation of Q. 10:94 is to
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accept the Prophet as the real addressee, to understand the condition as purely
hypothetical and preventive, and to recognize that fleeting inner thoughts (khatarat)
are not incompatible with ‘isma as defined in Shi‘ theology. This reading avoids the
problems of arbitrary ta’wil, respects the linguistic context, and aligns with a range of
other Qur’anic verses that depict divine care for the psychological states of the
prophets. It requires no denial of inerrancy and no forced departure from the verse's

apparent meaning.
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