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Abstract: This study critically systematizes Holger M. Zellentin’s trialogical framework to evaluate the
methodological tension between historical contextualization and the potential risk of textual over-
fitting in Qur'anic studies. Utilizing an elaborative-critical qualitative methodology involving
hermeneutic reading and cross-cultural thematic triangulation, the research analyzes Zellentin's
longitudinal tracing of late antique legal codes and prophetic narratives. The findings demonstrate that
Zellentin effectively establishes the Qur'an as an active interlocutor engaging Judeo-Christian
traditions, evidenced by his mapping of Qur'anic penal injunctions and Jesus's miracles against
contemporary polemics. However, the analysis also indicates that an extensive reliance on genealogical
tracking tends to force a dependency on external biblical and Byzantine antecedents. Through an in-
textual analysis of QS. Ali ‘Imran [3]: 49 and QS. Al-Ma'idah [5]: 110, this study illustrates that such
microscopic intertextuality may inadvertently flatten the scripture’s internal prophetological
architecture, potentially reducing its complex internal discourse to reactive editorial synthesis.
Ultimately, this research advocates for a methodological equilibrium that incorporates the pluricultural
debates of the Late Antique milieu without subordinating the Qur’an’s independent structural logic
(Eigengesetzlichkeit) to its historical precursors. This paper proposes a methodological framework that
integrates the historical intertextuality approach with the principle of intratextual coherence in a
balanced manner.
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Abstrak: Penelitian ini mensistematisasikan secara kritis kerangka trialogis Holger M. Zellentin untuk
mengevaluasi ketegangan metodologis antara kontekstualisasi historis dan potensi risiko over-fitting
tekstual dalam studi Al-Qur'an. Dengan menggunakan metodologi kualitatif elaboratif-kritis yang
melibatkan pembacaan hermeneutik dan triangulasi tematik lintas budaya, penelitian ini menganalisis
pelacakan longitudinal Zellentin terhadap kode hukum dan narasi kenabian dari Abad Kuno Akhir.
Temuan menunjukkan bahwa Zellentin secara efektif menetapkan Al-Qur'an sebagai interlokutor aktif
yang terlibat dengan tradisi Yudeo-Kristen, dibuktikan dengan pemetaannya atas ketetapan pidana Al-
Qur'an dan mukjizat Yesus terhadap polemik kontemporer. Namun, analisis juga mengindikasikan
bahwa ketergantungan ekstensif pada pelacakan genealogis cenderung memaksakan ketergantungan
pada anteseden eksternal Alkitab dan Bizantium. Melalui analisis tekstual terhadap Qs. Ali ‘Imran [3]:
49 dan QS. Al-Ma’idah [5]: 110, kajian ini mengilustrasikan bahwa intertekstualitas mikroskopis
semacam itu dapat secara tidak sengaja mendatarkan arsitektur profetologis internal kitab suci, yang
berpotensi mereduksi diskursus internalnya yang kompleks menjadi sintesis editorial yang reaktif.
Pada akhirnya, penelitian ini mengadvokasi ekuilibrium metodologis yang menggabungkan
perdebatan plurikultural dari milieu Abad Kuno Akhir tanpa mensubordinasi logika struktural
independen Al-Qur'an (Eigengesetzlichkeit) di bawah para pendahulu historisnya. Makalah ini
mengusulkan sebuah kerangka metodologis yang mengintegrasikan pendekatan intertekstualitas
historis dengan prinsip koherensi intratekstual secara seimbang.
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1. Introduction

Western Qur'anic scholarship has historically grappled with an entrenched Orientalist discourse
that sought to de-contextualize Near Eastern cultural phenomena, frequently viewing the genesis of
Islam through a lens of presumed inferiority and derivation (AlJahsh, 2024). Influenced heavily by
nineteenth-century philology and textual archaeology, classical Orientalist methodologies—
championed by scholars such as Theodor Noldeke, Abraham Geiger, Alphonse Mingana, and Joseph
Schacht—aimed to return to the "original" text by stripping away historical layers to uncover foreign
antecedents. This historical-critical and phenomenological approach predominantly accumulated
evidence to support notions of direct influence and adaptation from Judeo-Christian literature, treating
the Qur'an as a passive recipient or a plagiarized amalgamation of older traditions (Neuwirth, 2007).
Such frameworks often relied on an etymological fallacy, wherein the presumed meaning of a foreign
word from its cognate language was prioritized over its actual semantic usage within the Qur'anic
context, a fundamentally unscientific exercise frequently driven by theological motives (Saleh, 2009).
Subsequent hyper-critical historiographies, while applying rigorous form criticism, similarly relied on
a wanting historical methodology that failed to justify the late dating of the Qur'an or properly subject
the text to preliminary literary criticism before assuming its composite character (Neuwirth et al., 2009).

A profound paradigm shift has subsequently relocated the Qur'an within the epistemic space of
Late Antiquity, moving away from relying on retrospective medieval Islamic commentaries or
hagiographical reconstructions. The emergence of the Christian, Jewish, and Islamic traditions is now
understood to have occurred within a shared Late Antique culture of debate. Rather than a static
epigonal text importing elements from Christianity, the Qur'an is recognized as a vital, creative, and
active player in the theological discussions of the Near Eastern sectarian milieu (Neuwirth, 2019). This
contextual perspective, spearheaded by scholars such as Angelika Neuwirth and Nicolai Sinai, utilizes
sophisticated longitudinal intertextuality to trace the diachronic trajectories of the Qur'anic text. By
examining how the Qur'an engages with, appropriates, and refashions Jewish, Christian, and Arab-
pagan traditions, such as its re-reading of the Psalms or its negotiation of the ‘agedah narrative, scholars
have reconstructed an internal archaeology of the text that maps its literary and conceptual
development against the broader socio-political backdrop of Late Antiquity (Neuwirth, 2017).

Operating at the vanguard of this Late Antique contextualization, Holger M. Zellentin has
advanced a comprehensive theoretical framework that fundamentally redefines the Qur'an's
relationship to prior scriptural traditions. Zellentin posits that the Qur'an functions not as a substitute
aiming to replace Judaism and Christianity, but as an active interlocutor attempting to reform these
traditions by returning them to the idealized, absolute monotheism associated with Abraham (H. M.
Zellentin, 2019). The Qur'an acts as a polemical corrective against perceived Jewish and Christian
innovations, particularly the elevation of humans to divine rank, positioning its own Abrahamic
tradition as the genuine "gentile" religion that predates claims of Judeo-Christian exceptionalism (H.
M. Zellentin, 2019). By tracing the continuity of Judeo-Christian legal culture, Zellentin demonstrates
that the Qur'an reinvents Arabian religious practice through a distinctive approach to biblical laws for
gentiles. This involves an intricate integration and synthesis of purity regulations, sexual norms, and
prohibitions concerning illicit intercourse and the consumption of animal blood, originally tracing back
to the Noahide covenant and late antique Christian discourses (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). Furthermore,
Zellentin's textual triangulation reveals a highly informed trialogue, evidenced by the nuanced
deployment of designations such as banii isra’il, ahl al-kitab, and al-yahiid wa-l-nasara (H. M. Zellentin,
2023), and through the depiction of Jesus’ miracles, which serve as direct rectifications of sorcery
accusations found in polemical narratives like the Toledot Yeshu (H. M. Zellentin, 2025b).

While the application of longitudinal intertextuality has successfully dismantled the classical
Orientalist narrative of plagiarism, the extensive pursuit of biblical and Byzantine antecedents harbors
a distinct methodological vulnerability. Historicizing the Qur'anic account using material that may not
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have been a direct intertext is a tenuous exercise that creates a potential risk of textual over-fitting.
Drawing upon contemporary quantitative and hermeneutic critiques, textual over-fitting is defined as
a phenomenon occurring when a researcher continually adds specific, locally-applicable features to
better characterize a restricted dataset, which are then inappropriately generalized across broader
corpora, resulting in descriptions that lack true generalizability (Forbes, 2017). In the context of literary
and scriptural studies, this translates into hermeneutic overfitting. This occurs when symbolic or
historical interpretation becomes so flexible that any textual configuration can be made to seem
meaningful through retrospective projection (Mahardhika, 2026). Consequently, an interpreter can
assimilate almost any piece of information into a preferred pet theory, effectively projecting personal
biases into the outcome and imposing external meaning rather than extracting the text's independent
logic (Sculley & Pasanek, 2008). This reflects a broader failure of generalization, where an
understanding that perfectly fits a narrow dataset collapses the inherent diversity of the scripture and
fails to generalize to the text as a whole (Piper, 2020).

A primary driver of this over-fitting in historical-critical methodologies is the danger of
retrojection, the act of starting from the present and projecting later historical outcomes, patterns of
thought, or theological freight backward onto ancient figures, thereby fundamentally obscuring their
original context (Fredriksen, 2014). When scholars apply such unreflected anachronisms or import later
practices into earlier contexts, they risk projecting an incomplete view that distorts historical reality and
risks losing the unique character of the age (Verhelst, 2022). Furthermore, to maintain an artificial
facade of historical continuity, there is a temptation to employ a selective approach that deliberately
obscures differences and hides divergent textual elements (Omran & Al-Shammari, 2025). The inability
to clearly differentiate legitimate intertextual connections from coincidental similarities, often leading
to charges of parallelomania, highlights the profound methodological challenge of distinguishing valid
historical intertextuality from forced over-fitting (Miller, 2011). Ultimately, this over-reliance on
external contexts, such as the Late Antique ecclesiastical milieu, creates a severe hermeneutical deficit.
It minimizes the Qur'an's revolutionary role, prevents the formation of a consistent image that
recognizes the text's aesthetic and historical importance, and fades out its independent, tradition-
specific significance (Neuwirth & Hartwig, 2025).

Addressing this precarious over-fitting constitutes an urgent necessity within contemporary
scriptural scholarship, as the failure to recalibrate the intertextual paradigm threatens to replace
classical Orientalist reductionism with a new form of genealogical dependency. The central objective
of this investigation is to systematize Holger M. Zellentin’s postulations regarding the position of the
Qur'an in Late Antiquity and critically evaluate the epistemological boundaries of his extensive
intertextual methodology. While Zellentin’s trialogical framework successfully positions the Qur'an as
an active reformative agent within the Late Antique epistemic space, his methodological insistence on
direct textual parallelism engenders a restrictive structural reading that may inadvertently obscure the
text's literary originality and internal autonomy. By forcing intricate Qur'anic legal and narrative
details, such as penal injunctions regarding mutilation and crucifixion, or the miracles of Jesus, into a
strict genealogical dependency on the Davidic model, Justinian Decrees, or rabbinic texts, this approach
tends to reduce the Qur'an to an editorial revision of older documents. At certain points, this external
contextualization neglects the reality that Qur'anic legal injunctions possess internal rationales that
function cohesively without reliance on biblical or Byzantine legitimation. By analyzing Zellentin’s
specific applications of intertextuality alongside critiques demanding intratextual balance, this research
contributes to the broader trajectory of Qur'anic studies by advocating for a methodological
equilibrium. Such an equilibrium fully appreciates the rich, dialogical milieu of Late Antiquity while
carefully maintaining the textual integrity, internal coherence, and distinctive structural nature
(Eigengesetzlichkeit) of the Qur'anic message.

Evaluating these epistemological boundaries demands a highly structured analytical apparatus
designed to systematically extract and evaluate the assumptions inherent in contemporary comparative
scholarship. This research employs an elaborative-critical qualitative methodology. The primary data
comprises the foundational textual corpus of Holger M. Zellentin, specifically targeting his application
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of longitudinal intertextuality in his seminal monograph Law Beyond Israel (H. M. Zellentin, 2022)
alongside his specialized historical investigations into Late Antique penal codes and narrative
traditions, most notably his recent studies concerning Byzantine law (H. M. Zellentin, 2025a) and the
Toledot Yeshu (H. M. Zellentin, 2025b). Secondary data encompasses contemporary scriptural critiques,
historiographical frameworks, and literary analyses of the Late Antique sectarian milieu.

The analytical procedure operates through a rigorous hermeneutic textual reading and cross-
cultural thematic triangulation as its primary analysis techniques, mapping the structural and
philosophical boundaries of Zellentin's comparative framework. The investigation follows distinct
evaluation stages, initially isolating Zellentin’s core postulates regarding the Qur’an’s active
reformative role before meticulously tracing his specific intertextual alignments with biblical and
Byzantine antecedents. Subsequently, a critical synthesis evaluates these applications to identify
instances of textual over-fitting, utilizing a constant comparative method to assess the conceptual
proximity and historical validity of his proposed parallelisms. To guarantee methodological rigor and
prevent the fragmentation associated with atomistic source-hunting, the investigation relies on the
aforementioned cross-cultural thematic triangulation. This validation strategy juxtaposes Zellentin’s
external intertextual claims directly against the internal, self-referential logic of the primary Qur'anic
text. Ensuring interpretations are corroborated by the broader, complex literary evidence of the Late
Antique sectarian milieu guarantees that the scripture is not merely reduced to its historical influences,
but is evaluated holistically as a structurally cohesive unit within its own distinctive literary matrix.

2. Epistemological Postulates: The Qur’an as an Active Trialogical Reformer

The conceptualization of the Qur’an within Western scholarship has fundamentally transitioned
from viewing the text as a static repository of borrowed biblical motifs to recognizing it as a dynamic
participant in the complex theological negotiations of Late Antiquity. This paradigm shift requires a
precise articulation of the scripture's underlying epistemological posture toward its predecessors.
Holger M. Zellentin establishes a nuanced framework that redefines this relationship, positing that the
Qur’an operates as an active, trialogical reformer rather than a passive substitute. Instead of merely
seeking to replace the established religions of the Jews and Christians, the nascent Islamic scripture
attempts to critically integrate, update, and ultimately reform prior Judeo-Christian traditions (H. M.
Zellentin, 2019). By positioning the Qur’an as a canonical text that both employs the ordinary
assumptions of Late Ancient religious claims and radically contests them, Zellentin delineates a distinct
epistemological stance, the text establishes its authority not through an abrupt rupture, but through a
deliberate conceptual calibration aimed at formulating a new ecumenical, Abrahamic identity.

The mechanics of this reformative posture are most visible in the Qur’an’s pervasive engagement
with the foundational narratives of its Late Antique milieu. Zellentin conceptualizes this engagement
as a "Trialogical Anthropology," wherein the Qur’an actively negotiates with both rabbinic and
Christian discourses simultaneously. For instance, the scriptural recounting of human origins and the
rebellion of Iblis functions similarly to the Babylonian Talmud, it repeats prior Jewish and Christian
traditions "with a difference," generating new meaning for an audience already intimately familiar with
the earlier iterations (H. M. Zellentin, 2018). This strategic repetition is governed by an intrinsic
imperative: to exhort contemporary Jews and Christians to abandon perceived innovations and return
to the shared, idealized origins associated with Abraham (H. M. Zellentin, 2019). By bypassing later
rabbinic and mature Christian doctrinal complexities, the Qur’an presents its Abrahamic tradition as
the genuine "gentile" religion. This pre-Israelite monotheism predates and transcends Jewish and
Christian claims of exceptionalism, positioning the Qur’an as an alternative foundation and an
independent arbiter of scriptural history (H. M. Zellentin, 2018).

This trialogical framework is not merely an abstract conceptual construct; it is firmly rooted in the
historical and sociological realities of the seventh-century Hijaz. The Qur’an’s specific nomenclature
for its interlocutors serves as concrete evidence for this profound communal interaction. Zellentin
meticulously analyzes the evolving usage of three indissolubly interlinked designations: Bani Isra il
(the Children of Israel), Ahl al-Kitab (the People of the Scripture), and al-yahiid wa-I-nasard (the Jews and
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the Christians) (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). While classical interpretations often partition these terms rigidly,
Zellentin argues that Banii Isra 1l equally designates the Qur’an’s Jewish and Christian contemporaries
or their common ancestors, illustrating a profound historical continuity. Concurrently, the transition
toward the compound phrase al-yahiid wa-I-nasird in the Medinan period reflects increasing internal
differentiation between the two groups and a shift from localized individual contacts in Mecca to
extensive, often polemical, communal encounters in Medina (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). The terminology
itself captures a dynamic social reality where boundaries were constantly negotiated, indicating both
heresiological motivations and direct historical engagement with established communities (Anthony,
2025).

Unpacking the implications of this socio-theological engagement reveals a sophisticated process
of legal integration that transcends simple appropriation. Zellentin’s analysis of late antique legal
culture demonstrates that the Qur’an’s reiteration of biblical law is characterized by a simultaneous
pervasiveness and critical distance. The nascent Muslim community absorbed the enduring Judaeo-
Christian legal culture, particularly the "gentile purity laws" originating from the Acts of the Apostles,
which regulated idolatry, illicit intercourse, and the consumption of animal blood (H. M. Zellentin,
2019). However, the Qur’an did not adopt these laws passively. Through a detailed analysis of biblical
incest prohibitions, Zellentin illustrates how the Qur’an integrates and actively updates late Roman
and West Syrian Christian laws, expanding certain biblical prohibitions while strategically annulling
others to align with its own unique legal proclivities (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). By endorsing these Judeo-
Christian positions and subsequently reforming them, the Qur’an acts as a corrective force. This
residual embrace of the dichotomy between Israelites and gentiles allows the early Muslim community
to employ the concept of "gentile law" to forge a broader ecumenical tent that theoretically welcomes
Jews and Christians (H. M. Zellentin, 2023). Ultimately, this legal recalibration institutes a form of
historical supersessionism, the Qur’an reconstitutes the Muslim community as the true "gentile"
alternative, systematically preparing its claim to supersede Judaism and Christianity alongside their
respective legal cultures (H. M. Zellentin, 2018).

Zellentin's epistemological postulations significantly enrich the broader academic discourse
surrounding the Qur’an’s placement within Late Antiquity. Angelika Neuwirth forcefully advocates
for viewing the Qur’an as an "active player" within the shared "epistemic space" of Late Antiquity,
emphasizing that the text represents a living communication process engaged in the era's pluricultural
debate culture (Neuwirth & Hartwig, 2021). Zellentin directly substantiates Neuwirth's macro-
historical framework by providing granular, longitudinal evidence of this active participation. While
Neuwirth identifies the overarching conceptual triggers such as the development of Iblis against
rabbinic and patristic backdrops, Zellentin supplies the precise sociological mechanisms and legal
specificities that ground these structural interventions. Furthermore, by exploring how the Qur’an
utilizes conventionalized heresiological discourses to define socio-political borders and secure in-group
identity, Zellentin’s work parallels broader late antique identity formations analyzed by scholars like
Eduard Iricinschi (Iricinschi & Zellentin, 2008). Together, these perspectives confirm that the Qur’an’s
pronouncements were not belated imitations, but rather immediate, direct responses to the most
burning questions of the late antique epistemic space.

The conceptualization of the Qur’an as an active, trialogical reformer forms the indispensable
epistemological bedrock of Zellentin’s analytical enterprise. By meticulously mapping how the text
navigates late antique gentile law, deploys nuanced sociological terminology, and calls for a return to
Abrahamic monotheism, Zellentin successfully emancipates the Qur’an from the reductive confines of
classical Orientalist plagiarism narratives. The scripture emerges as a self-aware, authoritative
interlocutor that deliberately reframes the traditions of its contemporaries to forge a supersessionist,
ecumenical identity. However, this profound reliance on demonstrating continuous legal and narrative
genealogies —tracing every Qur'anic injunction back to a late antique Jewish or Christian antecedent —
introduces inherent methodological vulnerabilities. While this trialogical framework effectively
illuminates the text's historical context, the persistent drive to anchor internal Qur'anic logic to external
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precedents inevitably sets the stage for evaluating the critical tension between intertextual illumination
and the looming hazard of textual over-fitting.

3. Application of Intertextuality: Genealogical Tracing of Late Antique Legal and Narrative
Antecedents

The transition from abstract epistemological postures to concrete textual mechanics requires a
rigorous operationalization of longitudinal intertextuality. Holger M. Zellentin achieves this
operationalization by meticulously tracing specific Qur'anic legal injunctions and prophetic narratives
to precise late antique antecedents, demonstrating how the scripture systematically adapts Byzantine
legal codes and directly rectifies specific rabbinic polemics. Rather than merely acknowledging a shared
cultural ether, Zellentin’s methodology asserts a highly detailed genealogical dependency between the
Qur’an and its late antique interlocutors. This approach employs formal and narrative analyses of
scriptural law to establish a continuous developmental history spanning the Hebrew Bible, early
rabbinic literature, late antique Christian texts, and nascent Islamic law (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). By
mapping these exact trajectories, Zellentin operationalizes his trialogical framework, rendering the
Qur’an's abstract claim of "reformation” into a verifiable series of textual negotiations and structural
adaptations.

The application of this genealogical method is most pronounced in Zellentin’s comprehensive
tracing of "gentile law," where penal and marital injunctions serve as primary loci for intertextual
analysis. In his examination of the Qur’an’s penal code, specifically the severe punishments outlined
for those who "wage war against God and His Messenger" in QS. al-Ma'idah [5]: 33, Zellentin establishes
a direct genealogical connection to the Decrees of Justinian and the Davidic punishments detailed in 2
Samuel 4:12 (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). This legal transmission is not conceptualized as passive inheritance;
rather, the Qur’an formulates its distinctive approach by maintaining critical distance from these
established codes. A parallel phenomenon emerges in the Qur’an’s prohibition of incestuous marriages
(QS. al-Nisa’ [4]: 22-23). Zellentin juxtaposes these verses against Leviticus 18:6-18 and late antique
Roman, West Syrian, and East Syrian marriage laws. The analysis reveals that the Qur’an actively
modifies the Roman and West Syrian emphasis on kinship based on affinity, simultaneously expanding
certain biblical prohibitions while demonstrating marked leniency for first-time offenders and
providing dispensations for marriages contracted prior to communal conversion (H. M. Zellentin,
2022). These nuanced legal calibrations confirm that the Qur’an was continuously conversing with an
intricate matrix of Byzantine and Syriac legal reforms.

Unpacking the micro-level mechanics of this textual triangulation reveals a reliance on shared
literary-legal forms and highly specific conceptual parallels. Zellentin observes that the Qur’an presents
its legal discourse in a highly stylized manner echoing the Hebrew Bible, utilizing literary markers,
repetition, and sequencing to construct a sophisticated legal message (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). This
structural alignment is reinforced by precise linguistic mirroring across linguistic boundaries from
Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, Latin, and Syriac into Arabic (Slutsky, 2024). A prime example is the linguistic
continuity of sexual transgression terminology, where the biblical concept of zenut in Leviticus
transforms into the Qur'anic zind, demonstrating how legal categories governing impurity and
punishment were shared and deliberately modified (Rizwan, 2026). Furthermore, Zellentin
contextualizes this transmission through the enduring influence of the Apostolic Decree. He argues that
the regulations governing gentile purity, such as the prohibition against consuming blood, carrion, and
idol meat, were preserved and transmitted through pivotal intermediate texts like the Didascalia
Apostolorum and the Clementine Homilies before being integrated and updated by the Qur’an (H. M.
Zellentin, 2018). This intricate tracking of specific purity statutes underscores the precise, intentional
nature of the Qur’an’s legal reformation.

This exact genealogical methodology extends beyond the legal corpus into the realm of prophetic
narrative, particularly concerning the polemical disputes surrounding the figure of Jesus. In analyzing
the Qur'anic accounts of Jesus' miracles, specifically the creation and vivification of clay birds, the
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healing of the blind and the leper, and the revival of the dead (QS. Ali ‘Imran [3]: 49; QS. al-Ma'idah [5]:
110), Zellentin positions the scripture as a direct counter-narrative to late antique Jewish polemics, most
notably the Toledot Yeshu tradition (H. M. Zellentin, 2025b). The Toledot Yeshu, an anti-Gospel narrative,
acknowledges the occurrence of these miracles but attributes them strictly to sorcery and illicit magic
(Anthony, 2025). Zellentin argues that the Qur’an acutely evokes this specific charge of magic to
systematically dismantle it. By repeatedly appending the crucial operative phrase "by God's leave" to
every miraculous act performed by Jesus, the Qur’an structurally rectifies the Jewish record. It
simultaneously undermines Christian claims of inherent divinity and dismisses the rabbinic
accusations of sorcery, thereby reclaiming Jesus as a human prophet and legal reformer strictly
operating under divine authorization (Ghaffar & von Stosch, 2025).

Positioning Zellentin’s highly specific textual triangulation within the broader landscape of
Qur'anic scholarship highlights a significant methodological evolution. Angelika Neuwirth originally
conceptualized Late Antiquity as a shared "epistemic space" where the Qur’an participated as an active
player in a generalized culture of debate (Neuwirth, 2019). Zellentin extends Neuwirth’s foundational
premise by insisting on concrete, documentable avenues of transmission. Where Neuwirth observes
broad thematic resonance, Zellentin identifies precise structural counterparts. His methodology aligns
closely with scholars like Aaron Koller (Koller, 2025) and Nicolai Sinai (Sinai, 2018), who also trace
explicit transmission routes from Justinian’s Novel 146 or analyze specific parallel concepts, such as
identifying the Qur'anic ruhbian (Christian dignitaries) with the Syriac episcopal ideal of dmuti sappirta
(good example) found in the Didascalia Apostolorum. By demonstrating that the Qur’an engages deeply
with specific oral and written traditions, even mirroring the rabbinic chain of transmission found in
Pirge Avot 1:1 when discussing ahbar (Jewish dignitaries), Zellentin's intertextual application forces a
reevaluation of the Qur’an not merely as an inspired text reacting to a general milieu, but as a
meticulously crafted document in direct, lexical dialogue with specific Byzantine, Syriac, and Rabbinic
texts (H. M. Zellentin, 2016).

The rigorous application of this intertextual methodology undeniably fortifies the central thesis
that the Qur’an functioned as an active reformer rather than a passive receptacle. By securely tethering
Qur'anic penal injunctions to Justinian decrees and mapping its Christological narratives directly
against the Toledot Yeshu, Zellentin successfully illuminates the complex historical architecture
underlying the revelation. Nevertheless, the very exactness of this genealogical tracing precipitates a
critical methodological boundary. The continuous demand to anchor every Qur'anic legal dispensation
or narrative motif to a specific late antique document be it the Davidic model, the Didascalia, or rabbinic
polemics, cultivates an analytical environment highly susceptible to textual over-fitting. This hyper-
specific reliance on external antecedents risks reducing the dynamic textual complexity into a mere
editorial synthesis of prior legal and narrative codes, setting the stage for an urgent critical evaluation
of how such exhaustive intertextuality might inadvertently overshadow the inherent coherence and
independent structural logic of the Qur'anic message itself.

4. Critical Review: Textual Over-fitting and the Preservation of Internal Coherence

The tracing of legal and narrative continuity across fourteen hundred years presents a compelling
model of religious evolution, situating nascent Islam within a dynamic, shared heritage. Holger M.
Zellentin leverages this continuity by explicitly structuring his analytical framework upon the reception
history of specific legal codes and theological polemics, arguing that the Qur’an presents an updated
reiteration of biblical law and late antique discourse (H. M. Zellentin, 2022). He details statutes, such as
the laws regulating gentile sexual purity derived from Leviticus 18 and the Apostolic Decree, through
their rabbinic and Christian iterations directly into the Qur'anic text (H. M. Zellentin, 2022).
Concurrently, his narrative analysis positions the Qur'anic depiction of Jesus' miracles as a highly
specific counter-narrative designed to systematically dismantle the sorcery accusations embedded
within the Jewish Toledot Yeshu tradition (H. M. Zellentin, 2025b). While Zellentin formally cautions
against overstating these continuities and acknowledges the impossibility of mapping every precise
avenue of transmission (H. M. Zellentin, 2022), the operational core of his methodology remains
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fundamentally tethered to demonstrating direct textual alignment. This methodological exactitude,
while successfully dismantling classical narratives of intellectual isolation, introduces the potential risk
of textual over-fitting, a phenomenon where the scripture’s independent structural rationale is
potentially obscured by an excessive reliance on its genealogical antecedents.

To illustrate this methodological tension, a closer examination of the Qur'an's narrative
construction in QS. Ali ‘Imran [3]: 49 and QS. Al-Ma’idah [5]: 110 is necessary. In these passages, the
Qur'an details Jesus’s (‘Isa's) miracles, such as creating a bird from clay, healing the blind and the leper,
and raising the dead (Awad, 2024). Structurally, the text systematically links each of these extraordinary
acts to the operative phrase "by God's permission" (bi-idhni allah in QS. Ali ‘Imran [3): 49 and bi-idhni in
QS. al-Ma'idah [5]: 110) (Ozgur Alhassen, 2021). From an intratextual perspective, this recurring diction
creates a cohesive narrative frame that asserts absolute divine sovereignty, shifting the epistemological
focus from the astonishing nature of the empirical event directly to its divine source (Arroziqi &
Firmansyah, 2026). The linguistic emphasis on God's intervention serves a critical internal literary
function: it intrinsically establishes God's independent will while preventing structural
misunderstandings regarding Jesus's status, ensuring he is viewed as a human prophet operating
strictly under divine authorization (Fadhilah, 2021). Zellentin interprets these exact linguistic choices
primarily as a polemical response designed to undermine Jewish accusations of sorcery found in texts
like the Toledot Yeshu (H. M. Zellentin, 2025b). While this external contextualization provides valuable
historical insight, an overreliance on it tends to reduce the internal repetition of bi-idhni allah to a mere
reactionary device. Such an approach may inadvertently obscure how the verses function cohesively
on their own terms to center God in the narrative and establish the Qur'an's independent
prophetological framework (Ozgur Alhassen, 2021).

To adequately critique over-fitting, one must identify its specific methodological indicators within
the broader historiography of scriptural studies. Drawing from contemporary methodological
critiques, textual over-fitting in this context manifests through four specific indicators. The first
indicator is an overextension of external texts, where dependence on external Late Antique narratives
(including isra iliyyat) is prioritized in a manner that risks overshadowing the self-sufficiency of the
Qur'an (Aghapour et al., 2025). The second indicator concerns weak evidence of direct transmission,
whereby shared cultural tropes or limited lexical overlaps in Late Antiquity are inappropriately
assumed to be direct borrowings despite significant structural discontinuities (Mugler, 2023). The third
indicator is a disregard for the Qur’an’s internal coherence, driven by atomistic source-hunting that
fragments the text may inadvertently and ignores its intricate synchronic rhetorical structure (Cuypers,
2015). The fourth indicator is the reduction of the Qur’an to an editorial synthesis, which at certain
points treats the scripture merely as a derivative post-canonical reconfiguration rather than
acknowledging its independent literary and conceptual goals (Sinai, 2020).

Such over-fitting often intersects with the etymological fallacy, where scholars incorrectly presume
that a Qur'anic word's original history in a cognate language is an infallible guide to its current
meaning, thereby neglecting its specific semantic usage within the Qur'anic context itself (Saleh, 2009).
Furthermore, applying rigid diachronic models can force scholars into artificial source-hunting that
replaces the consideration of a verse's immediate literary context with hypothetical historical
reconstructions (Cuypers, 2011). When historical-critical methods focus exclusively on identifying
external sources, they risk eclipsing the text's internal dynamic, failing to account for how the Qur'an
structurally transforms, defamiliarizes, and recontextualizes these narratives to serve its own
distinctive literary agenda (Auzia & Safitri, 2025).

To better understand this methodological tension, it is highly useful to introduce other prominent
scholars as comparative benchmarks against Zellentin's framework. Unlike Zellentin's focus on
granular, linear genealogical transmission of legal statutes, Gabriel Said Reynolds argues that the
Qur'an functions primarily as a homiletic text animated by its allusions to, and interpretations of, its
biblical subtext; it engages an audience already familiar with these narratives through broad rhetorical
allusion rather than direct, traceable legislative borrowing (Neuwirth, 2012). Similarly, Angelika
Neuwirth views the pre-canonical Qur'an not as a fixed codex or a reactive editorial code, but as a fluid,
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oral-liturgical drama reflecting an ongoing theological-philosophical debate, she emphasizes that the
Qur'an is a medium of communication that actively reshapes biblical concepts rather than merely
inheriting them (Neuwirth, 2019). Nicolai Sinai also provides a critical counterweight by advocating
for a multi-pronged historical-critical model that firmly establishes the Qur'an's internal chronology
and literary coherence before seeking external parallels, thus mitigating the risk of forcing external
historical frameworks onto the text (Ali, 2025).

To effectively navigate away from over-fitting, contemporary scholarship proposes an alternative
model: a Balanced Intratextual-Historical Hermeneutic that bridges critical historical methodologies
with a rigorous respect for literary coherence (Ali, 2025). This framework can be operationalized into
four distinct procedural steps. The process commences with Intratextual Reading, a foundational step
requires a synchronic, bottom-up lexical and rhetorical analysis to identify internal literary connections,
such as repetition and sequencing, establishing the text's semantic range and internal logic prior to
external comparison (Aly, 2018). This is followed by Historical Contextualization, in which the text is
situated within the widened hermeneutical frame of Late Antiquity, treating diachronic intertexts not
strictly as direct sources for borrowing, but as a shared cultural and conceptual milieu (Neuwirth, 2019).
The subsequent stage involves the Intertextual Proximity Test, through which proposed textual
relationships must be subjected to objective criteria, such as measuring the rarity of the parallel, the
degree of correspondence, and the volume of shared syntactical patterns, to systematically test the
validity of the historical link (Shaw, 2013). The process culminates in the Autonomy Safeguard, which
entails a methodological suspension of judgment regarding external derivation to protect the text’s
independent structural agency (Eigengesetzlichkeit), ensuring that interpretation recognizes the Qur'an's
unique interpretive agency and prevents its reduction to a mere byproduct of external historical factors
(Lowry, 2024).

The integration of these critical perspectives reasserts the central thesis regarding the limits of an
exclusively intertextual paradigm. Zellentin's trialogical framework remains undeniably vital for
dismantling outdated Orientalist paradigms that viewed the Qur’an in a historical vacuum,
successfully situating the text as a dynamic, reformative force within Late Antiquity. Yet, the extensive
pursuit of exact genealogical intertextuality may inadvertently construct a new conceptual perimeter.
If the Qur’an is perpetually analyzed only in terms of what it borrowed, modified, or rejected from the
Hebrew Bible, Byzantine law, or Syriac Christianity, its intrinsic architectural logic and textual
autonomy are potentially obscured. A truly rigorous methodology must therefore strike a delicate
equilibrium. It must systematically integrate the rich historical realities and discursive engagements of
the late antique sectarian milieu while carefully maintaining the text's internal coherence. This requires
recognizing the Qur’an not simply as a sophisticated, reactive editor of past religious traditions, but as
an independent literary entity endowed with distinctive structural resilience, thematic unity, and
compositional originality.

5. Conclusion

The rigorous contextualization of the Qur’an within Late Antiquity has proven essential in moving
scholarship beyond classical paradigms of derivation. As this analysis of Holger M. Zellentin's
trialogical framework demonstrates, situating the Qur’an as an active participant in late antique
religious discourse successfully clarifies its critical engagement with Judeo-Christian traditions.
Zellentin effectively establishes how the text updates gentile purity laws and structurally addresses
contemporary polemics, such as those found in the Toledot Yeshu. However, the methodological
insistence on exact genealogical intertextuality, tethering specific Qur'anic injunctions and narratives
to precise external antecedents, creates a potential risk of textual over-fitting. Our textual analysis of
QS. Ali ‘Imran [3]: 49 and QS. Al-Ma’idah [5]: 110 illustrates this tension: while interpreting the recurring
phrase bi-idhni allih as a localized polemical response provides valuable historical context, an
overreliance on this external framing may inadvertently flatten the text's intratextual function of
asserting divine sovereignty and establishing an independent prophetological architecture.
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This critical synthesis highlights that prioritizing external derivation risks reducing the text to a
reactive editorial synthesis, potentially obscuring its independent structural logic (Eigengesetzlichkeit).
By advocating for a balanced intratextual-historical hermeneutic, this study contributes to the ongoing
methodological refinement in Qur'anic studies, arguing for an equilibrium that fully engages the
historical milieu while carefully maintaining the text's internal coherence. Future research must
continue to systematically navigate this critical tension, exploring how broader applications of
historical-critical methods can be effectively calibrated by rigorous intratextual safeguards to ensure
the scripture is evaluated holistically as an independent literary entity.
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