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Abstract

The Qur’anic verses associated with Mahdism constitute an area of Shi ‘i and
Sunni exegesis that faces significant methodological challenges due to the
diversity of transmitted reports and differences in the methods used to
identify their referents. The primary problem addressed in the present study
is to identify and analyze the methodological pitfalls arising from
unwarranted interpretation and application in understanding these verses
and to clarify the criteria for distinguishing valid exegesis, ta'wil
(interpretation), batn (the inner dimension of the Qur’an), and application to
particular referents. Employing a descriptive-analytical method and a
comparative approach, the study examines a selection of verses concerning
the supremacy of religion, the succession of the righteous, inheritance of the
earth, and signs of the end times in light of Shi‘i and Sunni exegetical
traditions. The findings demonstrate that not all Mahdism-related traditions
seek to explain the primary meaning of a Qur’anic verse; rather, some
identify particular referents, some concern the external realization of
Qur’anic promises, and others refer to the inner dimensions of the verses.
Accordingly, the use of the term ta’wil in traditions concerning Mahdism
does not necessarily signify abandoning the apparent meaning of a verse; in
certain cases, it refers to the future realization of the verse’s content.
Moreover, comparison of Shi‘i and Sunni sources indicates that some of the
existing differences concern the identification of specific referents and the
manner in which Qur’anic promises are fulfilled rather than disagreement
over their fundamental content. The study concludes that the most
significant methodological error lies in transforming a tradition-based
application into the exclusive meaning of a verse and invoking ta’wil as a
basis for disregarding the apparent meaning and contextual framework of
the Qur’an. Therefore, evaluating the authenticity and semantic implications
of relevant traditions, attending to the textual context, and distinguishing the
meaning of a verse from its particular referents are among the most
important requirements for a methodologically sound understanding of
Mahdism-related Qur’anic verses.

Keywords: Mahdism-related verses, ta 'wil, unwarranted application, inner
dimension of the Qur’an, jary wa tatbiq (continuous applicability and
application), comparative exegesis, Shi ‘i and Sunni exegeses.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The interpretation of Qur’anic verses associated

with ~ Mahdism constitutes one of the
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Qur’anic studies, particularly because the Qur’an
does not explicitly mention Imam al-Mahdi by
name, while a considerable body of Shi‘i and Sunni
exegetical and hadith literature connects numerous
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verses with themes such as the triumph of true
religion, the inheritance of the earth by the
righteous, the succession of believers, the
fulfillment of divine promises, and the events of the
end times. The central methodological problem is
therefore not merely whether a given verse has
been associated with Mahdism in the exegetical
tradition, but rather the precise nature of that
association. A report transmitted under a Qur’anic
verse may seek to explain the primary meaning of
the verse, identify a prominent referent, describe a
future realization of its content, or disclose an inner
layer of meaning. Failure to distinguish these
possibilities may result in treating an application as
an exclusive interpretation or in invoking ta ‘wil as
a justification for disregarding the apparent
meaning and contextual structure of the Qur’anic
text. A methodologically sound approach must
therefore differentiate between tafsir, ta 'wil, bam,
and jary wa tazbig, while preserving the distinction
between the semantic content of a verse and the
particular instances to which that content may later
be applied. In the methodological literature of
Qur’anic exegesis, interpretation is primarily
concerned with identifying the intended meaning of
a verse through linguistic usage, syntax, contextual
indicators, discourse conventions, and recognized
principles of textual understanding, whereas the
application of a verse to a later individual or event
operates at a different level of analysis (Babaei,
2000, 2006; Rezaei Isfahani, 2008). This
distinction is especially important in Mahdist
reports containing expressions such as “revealed
concerning the Qa’im,” because such formulations
need not always indicate an exclusive historical
occasion of revelation and may instead designate a
prominent instance, an extended application, or a
future realization of a general Qur’anic proposition
(Al-Tabrisi, 1975; Ma'rifat, 2004b; Tabataba'i,
1973).

The concept of za'wil is particularly important
because its semantic scope in the Qur’an and
exegetical traditions is broader than the notion of
departing from the apparent meaning of a text. In
some usages, fa wil refers to the ultimate
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realization, outcome, or external manifestation of a
statement, while in other contexts it may refer to a
deeper layer of meaning that is not exhausted by the
immediate literal sense. Accordingly, when
Mahdist traditions describe the “ta’wil” of a verse
as something that has not yet occurred and will be
realized at the time of the Qa’im, the term may
indicate the future historical fulfillment of an
already intelligible Qur’anic promise rather than
the substitution of an esoteric meaning for the
apparent one (Ma'rifat, 2004a, 2004b; Rezaei
Isfahani, 2008). This distinction becomes evident
in traditions associated with verses concerning the
universal triumph of true religion, including Qur’an
9:33, 48:28, and 61:9. Reports attributed to Imam
al-Sadiq connect the complete realization of these
verses with the uprising of the Qa’im, while other
reports explicitly state that the 7a ‘wil of these verses
has not yet occurred and will be fulfilled in the
future (Al-Ayyashi; Al-Kufi, 1989; Ibn Hajjam,
1999). A similar pattern appears in interpretations
of Qur’an 8:39, where the full realization of the
command that religion be wholly devoted to God is
associated with the future advent of the Qa’im (Al-
Ayyashi; Al-Tabrisi, 1975). In such cases, the
exegetical problem cannot be adequately described
as a conflict between the apparent meaning and an
esoteric interpretation; rather, it concerns the
relationship between the semantic proposition
expressed by the verse and the historical moment in
which its fullest realization is understood to occur.
This reading also prevents the indiscriminate
classification of every Mahdist application as an
instance of symbolic or non-literal interpretation.

The concepts of barn and application require a
comparable degree of precision. The inner
dimension of a verse should not be understood as
an unrestricted license to attach any conceivable
meaning to the Qur’anic text. Rather, exegetical
approaches that recognize multiple semantic layers
generally presuppose some continuity between the
apparent content of a verse and the broader
principle, pattern, or norm derived from it. A
historical event mentioned in the Qur’an may
therefore embody a more general divine pattern
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that can recur in later contexts without nullifying
the original historical referent (Al-Majlisi, 2006;
Ma'rifat, 2004b). This framework is particularly
useful in evaluating traditions concerning Qur’an
27:62, in which the “distressed one” is applied to
Imam al-Mahdi. Such traditions need not imply that
the lexical concept of the distressed person is
semantically restricted to him; rather, he may be
presented as a particularly complete or
paradigmatic instance of the verse’s broader
concept (Al-Bahrani, 1955; Al-Majlisi, 2006;
Fayz Kashani, 1982). The same interpretive logic
may be applied to the phrase “the remainder of
God” in Qur’an 11:86, which occurs within the
narrative of the Prophet Shu‘ayb but is also applied
in later Shi‘i traditions to Imam al-Mahdi (Al-
Irbili, 1961; Al-Saduq, 1975). These examples
demonstrate why a sharp distinction between
meaning and referent is indispensable. If the later
referent is treated as the exclusive lexical meaning
of the verse, the generality and contextual integrity
of the Qur’anic passage are unnecessarily reduced.
If, however, the report is interpreted as identifying
a particularly significant manifestation of a general
Qur’anic concept, the apparent sense of the verse
and the later application can coexist without
contradiction. Thus, valid jary wa tathig remains
connected to the semantic field of the verse,
whereas unwarranted application arises when a
referent is imposed without sufficient linguistic,
contextual, conceptual, or transmitted support.

This methodological distinction is especially
significant in verses concerning divine promises of
religious triumph, succession, and the inheritance
of the earth. Qur’an 24:55 promises succession,
religious establishment, and security to those who
believe and perform righteous deeds, and Shi‘i
traditions describe the Qa’im and his companions
as a prominent realization of this promise (Al-
Majlisi, 2006; Al-Saduq, 1975). Similarly, Qur’an
21:105 states that the righteous servants of God will
inherit the earth, and exegetical traditions identify
the Qa’im and his companions among the referents
of this promise (Al-Majlisi, 2006; Al-Tabrisi,
1975, Fayz Kashani, 1982; Makarem Shirazi,
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1985). The existence of such reports, however,
does not justify reducing these verses to a single
historical or eschatological referent. Their apparent
wording remains general, while the reports may be
understood as identifying the most complete future
realization of a divine promise. The same
methodological caution applies to the broader
corpus of Mahdist exegesis, in which numerous
verses have been collected in relation to the Qa’im
and the events of the end times. The mere presence
of a report beneath a verse demonstrates the
existence of a transmitted association but does not
by itself establish the authenticity, exclusivity, or
interpretive authority of that association. Each
report must therefore be assessed with regard to its
chain of transmission, source history, semantic
content, compatibility with the context of the verse,
and relationship to its apparent meaning. Classical
compilations such as Bihar al-Anwar, al-Burhan fi
Tafsir al-Qur’an, and works devoted to the ra 'wil
of verses in relation to the Prophet’s household
preserve extensive bodies of material and are
indispensable for reconstructing the history of
Mahdist exegesis, but the act of preserving a report
must not automatically be equated with endorsing
its content (Al-Bahrani, 1955; Al-Majlisi, 2006;
Husayni Astarabadi, 1989).

A comparative examination of Shi‘i and Sunni
sources further demonstrates that some differences
in Mahdist exegesis concern the identification of
referents rather than disagreement over the
underlying Qur’anic themes. This is especially
apparent in eschatological traditions involving
Imam al-Mahdi, the descent of Jesus, the Dajjal,
and other signs of the end times. In Sahih al-
Bukhari, for example, a well-known report asks
how the Muslim community will be when the son
of Mary descends while its imam is from among the
Muslims themselves (Al-Bukhari, 1981). Other
Sunni works explicitly connect the eschatological
imam with the Mahdi and transmit reports
according to which Jesus will pray behind him (Al-
Asqalani, 1984; Al-Ganji al-Shafi'i; Ibn Abi,
1989). Such evidence indicates that Mahdist and
Jesus-related eschatological traditions do not
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necessarily  represent  mutually  exclusive
interpretive systems. Likewise, reports associated
with Qur’an 4:69 appear in both Shi‘i and Sunni
materials, with some traditions linking the verse’s
references to the righteous with the Mahdi or the
Prophet’s household (Al-Haskani, 1990; Al-Kufi,
1989). At the same time, comparative convergence
does not by itself prove that a Mahdist application
is the exclusive meaning of a verse. A general
Qur’anic expression may admit multiple valid
instances across different periods, and the task of
the interpreter is to determine whether a particular
application genuinely continues the semantic logic
of the text. This criterion becomes even more
important in cases such as the disconnected letters
at the beginning of Surat al-Shura, where the
apparent linguistic basis for a specific Mahdist
meaning is considerably weaker and transmitted
reports may offer diverse interpretations (Al-Razi,
1990; Husayni Astarabadi, 1989). In such cases,
the weaker the direct conceptual connection
between the Qur’anic wording and the proposed
referent, the greater the need for strong and reliable
transmitted evidence.

The study therefore concludes that the central
methodological problem in the interpretation of
Mahdism-related verses does not lie in the very
possibility of relating Qur’anic passages to future
Mahdist events, but in the criteria used to establish
and classify such relationships. The most serious
error occurs when a report identifying a later
referent is transformed into the exclusive meaning
of a verse, or when the category of ta 'wil is used to
bypass the apparent meaning, textual context, and
recognized principles of Qur’anic interpretation. A
defensible methodology requires four interrelated
stages: first, establishing the primary meaning of
the verse through its wording, syntax, context, and
established  exegetical  principles;  second,
collecting and categorizing the relevant traditions;
third, determining whether each report functions as
interpretation, fa 'wil, inner meaning, application,
or description of future fulfillment; and fourth,
evaluating the report in terms of transmission,
semantic coherence, and compatibility with the
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Qur’anic text. This procedure preserves both the
semantic integrity of the Qur’an and the
interpretive value of the Mahdist hadith corpus. It
also permits a more accurate comparative analysis
of Shi‘i and Sunni traditions by showing that
disagreements may occur at different levels: some
concern the authenticity of reports, some the
identification of referents, and others the timing or
mode of fulfillment. By maintaining a clear
boundary between what a verse directly states,
what a tradition identifies as a significant referent,
and what may represent the future realization of a
divine promise, the study provides a
methodologically disciplined framework for
distinguishing valid exegesis, defensible ta wil,
legitimate  application, and  unwarranted
interpretive extension.
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